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PREFACE 


The hymn Rex sempiterne caelitum of the Roman Breviary - 
calls the water of baptism ‘‘ a tomb for sins” : sepulchrum crimi- 
num. The prayer in the Roman Missal for the blessing of the 
baptismal font follows a different line of thought ; it describes 
the font as “‘ the immaculate womb ”’ of divine regeneration, made 
fruitful by the downcoming of the Holy Spirit. 

The twofold symbolism implied in the tomb and the womb is 
not restricted to the Roman liturgy or even to Western sources. 
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite in his Ecclesiastical Hierarchy 
uses the expression “ the mother of adoption ” when speaking of 
the baptismal font. Another Eastern writer, St. Cyril of Jerusalem, 
not only uses the two symbolisms but combines them in a strong 
antithesis. He tells the newly baptized that their spiritual death 
coincided with their spiritual birth, and that the saving waters 
of baptism became to them ‘‘ both a tomb and a mother.” 

These and other allusions prompted the present inquiry into 
the two concepts of the baptismal font in early Christian thought. 
First, foundations for them are sought in Scripture. Next, the 
writings of the Fathers and ecclesiastical authors of the first cen- 
turies are surveyed for their treatment of the symbolism associated 
with the waters of baptism. Then some archaeological remains 
and manuscript illustrations of cruciform fonts are taken into 
account. Several baptistery inscriptions are considered also. 
Finally, instances are pointed out of the two symbolisms being 
used in ancient and modern liturgies. Throughout, a comparison 
is made between Eastern and Western viewpoints, particularly 
with regard to the maternal symbolism of the font. 

The present publication is a summary of findings submitted 
to the Faculty of the School of Sacred Theology at the Catholic 
University of America. Special acknowledgment and thanks are 
due to Rev. Dr. John Quasten, Dean of the School of Sacred Theo- 
logy, under whose guidance and help this inquiry was carried out. 
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Rev. Dr. Eugene Burke, C.S.P.,and Rev. Dr. Alfred Rush, C.SS.R., 
read the dissertation and gave it the benefit of their professional 
competence. Thanks are due to the library staffs of Catholic 
University, of Dumbarton Oaks Research Library, and of the 
Library of Congress, to Rev. Bro. Henry Demko, O.F.M., libra- 
rian of Mount St. Sepulchre, Washington, and to Rev. Barnabas 
Abele, O.F.M., librarian of Holy Name College, Washington, 
and to the authorities of Oxford. University Press, London. 
Microfilm and photographs were kindly obtained by Rev. Ephrem 
Longpré, O.F.M., Paris, Rev. Sylvester Saller, O.F.M., Jerusalem, 
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to thank his religious superiors who gave him the opportunity to 
carry out this work : Most Rev. John Capistran Cayer, O.F.M., 
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now Prefect Apostolic in Peru ; Very Rev. George A. Laplante, 
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CHAPTER A 
ScRIPTURAL BASIS FOR THE SYMBOLISM OF THE Font 
The most familiar instance of the baptismal font being called 


a tomb is found in the hymn Rex sempiterne caelitum, used in the 
Roman Breviary for matins during the Easter season. 


Qui, natus olim e Virgine, Thou, who once wast born of 
-Nune e sepulchro nasceris, the Virgin, now art born of the 
Tecumque nos a mortuis tomb; bid us rise with Thee who 
Jubes sepultos surgere. have been buried (with Thee). 


Qui, pastor aeternus, gregem Thou, Eternal Shepherd, cleans- 
Aqua lavas baptismatis : _ est thy flock with the waters of 
Haec est lavacrum mentium, baptism: here is the bath for 
Haec est sepulchrum criminum. souls, here the tomb for sins. 


There is an allusion here to St. Paul’s teaching that baptism is 
a sacramental dying with Christ and a rising again with Him. 
‘“‘ Know ye not that all we who are baptized in Christ Jesus are 
baptized in His death? Therefore we are buried together with Him 
by baptism into death : that as Christ is risen from the dead by 
the glory of the Father, we also may walk in newness of life. For 
if we have been planted together in the likeness of His death, we 
shall be also in the likeness of His resurrection ’? (Romans 6: 3-5). 
The same doctrine appears in another epistle. ‘‘ And you are 
filled in Him, who is the head of all principality and power . 
buried with Him in baptism, in whom also you are risen again 
by the faith of the operation of God, who hath raised Him up from 
the dead ”’ (Colossians 2: 10, 12). St. Paul interprets the rite of 
immersion and emersion as symbolizing a mystical dying and 
rising again. This doctrine of the Apostle is the basis of the sym- 
bolism which sees the font as a mystical tomb. 

The second form of symbolism considered here, that which 
treats the font as the mother or womb of regeneration, has a scrip- 
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tural basis in those passages which refer to baptism as a new birth, 
and in those which speak of adoption in general. But the most 
pertinent texts are two passages from St. John’s gospel where gene- 
ration and divine adoption are contrasted with human birth. 
‘‘ But as many as received Him (the Word), He gave them power 
to be made the sons of God, to them that believe in His name. 
Who are born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the 
will of man, but of God ” (John 1: 12-13). In these words St. John 
was merely repeating in his own language the doctrine which 
Christ had already explained to Nicodemus : 

Amen, amen I say to thee, unless a man be born again, he cannot 
see the kingdom of God. Nicodemus saith to Him : How can a 
man be born when he is old? can he enter a second time into his 
mother’s womb, and be born again? Jesus answered : Amen, 
amen I say to thee, unless a man be born again of water and the 


Holy Ghost, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God (John 3: 
3-5). 


These texts suggested that baptism fills a role that is analogous, 
in the spiritual order, to that of the mother’s womb in the natural 
order. The place of the Holy Spirit in regeneration further sug- 
gested a parallel with the operation of the Holy Spirit in Christ’s 
virginal conception. The prayer in the Roman Missal for the con- 
secration of the font refers to the Holy Spirit ‘‘ who is to make 
fruitful with the mingling of His mystical power this water prepared 
for the rebirth of men, that a heavenly race conceived in holiness 
may come forth from the immaculate womb of the divine font.” 
An allusion is made here to the message which the angel gave to 
Mary: ‘‘ Behold thou shalt conceive in thy womb, and shalt 
bring forth a son ... The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and 
the power of the most High shall overshadow thee. And there- 
fore also the Holy which shall be born of thee shall be called the 
son of God” (Luke 1: 31, 35). 


1 The Greek avwev could also be translated “ born of above,” and M. 
J. Lagrange thinks this is John’s primary meaning, Evangile selon saint Jean 
(LB; Paris, 1927) 83, but adds: ‘‘ mais une naissance d’en haut est une nou- 
velle naissance.” Cf. J. Dey, MAAITTENEZIA Ein Beitrag zur Klaerung der 
religionsgeschichtlichen Bedeutung von Titus 3: 5 (NTA 17: 5; Muenster i.W., 
1937) 153. 
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Thus it may be said that the metaphor of the tomb applied to 
the baptismal font is based upon the concept of baptism as a 
spiritual death and resurrection found in St. Paul’s epistles. And 


the symbolism of the mother or womb is derived from the doctrine 
of baptismal rebirth as expressed in St. John’s gospel. 


CHAPTER II 
THE SYMBOLISM OF THE TOMB 


In the earliest Christian sources outside the Scriptures there 
is little mention of St. Paul’s doctrine of baptismal death and 
resurrection, and consequently of the symbolism attached to the 
rite of immersion and emersion. In the letters of St. Ignatius of 
Antioch (died c. 110) there are two passages mentioning death 
and resurrection which, in the opinion of a recent author,' refer 
to baptism. The allusion is clearer in The Shepherd of Hermas, 
written in Rome before the year 200.2 Towards the end of his 
apocalyptic allegory Hermas is shown a tower being built on a 
rock that symbolizes the Son of God. Glittering, squared stones 
come up from a depth of water and are fitted into the building. 
The Shepherd tells Hermas that the first stones represent the 
early generations of just men, and he explains their movements 
thus : 


They had to ascend through water in order to be made alive... 
For before a man bears the name of the Son of God he is dead ; 
but when he receives the seal he lays aside his deadness and obtains 
life. The seal then is the water ; they descended into the water 
dead, but they arise alive.’ 


1 P. Lunberg, La typologie baptismale dans lV’ancienne église (ASNU 10; 
Leipzig-Upsala, 1942) 173, 203. Ignatius of Antioch, Ad Magnesitos 9: 1 and 
5: 2 (91, 90 Funk-Bihlmeyer). 

eh Altaner, Patrologia (tr. A. Ferrua; Turin, 1944) 90. In matters of date 
a authorship Altaner-Ferrua will generally be followed. 

3 Hermas, Pastor, Sim. 9: 16: 2-4 (1: 608 Funk): ’Avdyxny, dyoly, etxov bi 
‘datos avaBivat, va Cworonfbow ... amply yap, dnol, popétoar tov &vOpwiroy ro 
ovope [row viod| Tov Geov, vexpds éoriv Stav dé AABN THY oppayitba, aroriderat Thy 
véxpwow kal avarayBave thy Cwhv. Clement of Alexandria quotes this passage 
in full, Stromata 2: 9: 44 (GCS 2: 136 Staehlin). 
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Immersion and emersion are here referred to explicitly, and 
they are associated respectively with being dead and being alive. 

It is not until we reach the third century and go to Alexandria 
that we find the expression tomb used in connection with the mean- 
ing of the baptismal rites. In the commentary he wrote on St. 
Paul’s epistle to the Romans, Origen (died 253 or 254) declares 
that some attempt should be made to show how in baptism we 
are buried with Christ ‘‘ three days and three nights in the heart 
of the earth.” He tentatively offers a demonstration in terms of 
light and darkness, with God as a trinity of light and the devil 
as a trinity of darkness.* He then develops his theme as he insists 
upon the necessity of dying to sin and putting aside the old man 
_ before baptism : 


It is for a reason that the Holy Spirit was careful to convey through 
the Scriptures that the sepulchre was new in which Jesus was buried 
and that it was a clean cloth He was wrapped in : so that all who 
wish to be buried with Christ in baptism would know that nothing 
old is to be brought to the new sepulchre and nothing unclean to 
the clean cloth.° 


This appears to be the earliest use of the word tomb in connec- 
tion with baptism. With this ascertained, we can now examine 
Eastern and Western writers to inquire what use they made of 
the symbolism of the tomb for the baptismal font. 


— — CO 


4 Origen, Jn Romanos 5: 8 (MG 14: 1040): ‘Si mortui sumus peccato, et 
consepulti sumus Christo, et consurreximus cum eo, necessarium videbitur 
secundum hanc formam ostendi quomodo etiam cum ipso tres dies, et tres noc- 
tes in corde terrae sepulti fecerimus. Et vide si possimus tres dies consepulti 
Christo facere, cum plenam Trinitatis scientiam capimus : lux est enim Pater 
et in lumine ejus qui est Filius lumen videmus Spiritum sanctum. Facimus 
autem et tres noctes, cum destruimus tenebrarum et ignorantiae patrem 
una cum mendacio quod ex eo natum est, et ‘mendax est sicut et pater ejus,’ 
et ‘cum loquitur mendacium, de suis propriis loquitur.’ Sed et tertio loco 
Spiritum erroris destruimus, qui inspirat pseudoprophetas ...” 

ye Origen, In Romanos 5: 8 (MG 14: 1038-9): ‘‘ Propterea namque curae 
fuit Spiritui sancto tradere per Scripturas quod et sepulchrum novum fuerit 
in quo sepultus est Jesus, et quod in sindone munda obvolutus sit: ut sciat 
omnis qui consepeliri vult Christo per baptismum, nihil vetustatis ad sepul- 
chrum novum, nihil immunditiae ad mundam sindonem deferendum.” 
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EASTERN WRITERS 


A statement to be noted in passing is from St. Methodius, 
bishop of Olympus in Lycia (died c. 311). He asserts baptism to 
be ‘‘ in the memorial of the passion ’’® of Christ and states that in 
baptism Christ “dies again.’” 

St. Cyril of Jerusalem gave very clear expression to the symbol- 
ism of the tomb applied to the baptismal font. In 348 or 350 he 
delivered a series of baptismal instructions in the great block of 
edifices which Constantine had built over Golgotha and the Sa- 
viour’s tomb. This setting has to be taken into account. The 
emperor had erected a group of three structures, besides courts 
and colonnades. Near Golgotha was the martyriuwm, the basilica 
proper, rectangular in shape ; close to it, and built as a shrine 
over the tomb of Christ, was ‘‘ the Resurrection,” the Anastasis, 
a round building surmounted by a dome and recalling the mauso- 
leums of the Roman aristocracy ; annexed to the Anastasis, and 
purposely planned to be in direct dependence upon it, was the bap- 
tistery.® Cyril’s instructions on baptism were given in the Anas- 
tasis, and therefore in the immediate presence of the holy. sepul- 
chre. Moreover, the baptismal ceremonies in Jerusalem were 
ordered in such a manner as to emphasize the relationship between 
the baptistery and the holy sepulchre. Aetheria, a pilgrim from 
Gaul who visited the Holy Places around the year 394,’ that is 
some forty-five years after St. Cyril preached his Catecheses, has 
left an account of the baptismal ritual as she saw it performed 
in Jerusalem during Eastertime. Presumably the same ceremonies 
took place in St. Cyril’s day. 


: Methodius, Symposiwm 3: 8 (GCS Methodius 35 Bonwetsch) : kara riy 
avapynow rov wabous. 

+ CES. Plumpe, Mater Ecclesia: An Inquiry into the Concept of the Church 
as Mother in Early Christianity (SCA 5: Washington, 1943) 115, commenting 
upon this passage: ‘‘ ‘In the memorial (commmemoration) of His passion’ 
(that is, ‘when we commemorate His passion’), is practically equivalent to 
stating, ‘when we are baptized.’ ”’ 

e Fav incent, F.-M. Abel, Jérusalem, Recherches de topographie, d’archéo- 
logie et @histoire 2 (Paris, 1914), p. 154-180, pl. XX XITT. 

ee Bludau, Die Pilgerreise der Aetheria (Paderborn, 1927) 286. 
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When the newborn have been baptized and clothed and leave 
the font, they are led with the bishop first to the Anastasis. The 
bishop enters within the grill of the Anastasis, and a hymn is said. 
Then the bishop says a prayer for them, and then he goes with 
them to the greater church (the Martyriuwm), where according to 
custom all the people are keeping vigil.’° 


This explains the close association between the font and the tomb 
of Christ which appears in the Catecheses of St. Cyril addressed 
to those who had been baptized just previously according to ritual 
-of Jerusalem: 


After that, you were led to the holy font of dwine baptism, as Christ 
was brought from the cross to the tomb which ts before our eyes. 
And each of you was asked if he believed in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. And you made the saving 
confession, and descended three times into the water and came 
up again, here also recalling by a symbol the three-day burial of 
Christ. For as our Saviour passed three days and three nights 
in the bosom of the earth, so you also in your first ascent out of 
the water imitated the first day of Christ in the earth, and by your 
descent, the night. As he who is in the night no longer sees, but 
he who is in the day remains in the light, so in the descent, as in 
the night, you saw nothing, but in ascending again you were as 
in the day.!! 


The three days and nights, and the light and darkness, are all 
elements which we met in Origen’s commentary on the epistle 
to the Romans. 

St. Cyril goes on to point out the paradox of baptism, and in 
so doing combines the two symbolisms we are studying, the tomb 
and the mother : 


1 Peregrinatio Aetheriae ad loca sancta 38 (CSEL 39: 85 Geyer) : “‘ Vigi- 
liae autem paschales sic fiunt, quemadmodum ad nos ; hoc solum hic amplius 
fit, quod infantes, cum baptidiati fuerint et vestiti, quemadmodum exierint 
de fonte, simul cum episcopo primum ad Anastase ducuntur. Intrat episcopus 
intro cancellos Anastasis, dicitur unum ymnus, et sic facit orationem episcopus 
pro eis, et sic venit ad ecclesiam maiorem cum eis, ubi iuxta consuetudinem 
omnis populus vigilat.”’ 

Ad. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catecheses mystagogicae 2: 4 (FP 7: 83 Quasten): 
Mera raira éxi rhv ayiay Tov Oeiov Bamrriouaros Exepaywyetabe KodupBnOpav, ws 6 
Xpworés ard Tov cravpov éxl 76 wpoxelwevoy priya. Cf. R.W. Church, The Cate- 
chetical Lectures of S. Cyril (ed. JH. Newman, LibF 2; Oxford, 1838) 264. 
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You died and were born at the same time. The saving water be- 
came for you both a tomb and a mother. ‘The words Solomon used 
about a different matter apply to you. What he said was: A time 
for being born and a time for dying. But with you it is the opposite: 
A time for dying and a time for being born. The one instant pro- 
duced oth these ; your birth went hand in hand with your 
death.” 


We now come to a document called The Apostolic Constitutions, 
a canonical and liturgical compilation which originated in Syria 
in the second half of the fourth century. The baptismal ritual 
contains directions for a prayer of thanksgiving or preface in which 
baptism is described as the laver of regeneration unto adoption 
in Christ, which is given to man “ in order that co-planted in the 
likeness of the death of Christ for the hope of sharing in His glory, 
he be put to death to sin but live to God in mind and speech and 
conduct, and be numbered in the book of the living.’”’’ The bless- 
ing of the water is accompanied by another preface in which thanks 
is given to the Father that His Son “for the sake of all under- 
went death on the cross, a figure of which is had in the baptism 
of regeneration.’’* A formula is prescribed for the blessing of 
the water : 


Look down from heaven, and sanctify this water ; give it grace 
and power so that he who is baptized according to the command 
of thy Christ may be co-crucified with Him and co-buried, and 
may co-rise unto adoption which is in Him, so as to be put to death 
according to sin and live according to justice. 


. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catecheses mystagogicae 2: 4 (FP 7: 84 Quasten) : 
Kai éy TQ abt@ aweOvnckere Kal eyervaabe, Kai TO owrnptov Exetvo Viwp Kal Taos bu 
éyivero kal prnp. 

3 Constitutiones Apostolorum 7:39: 4 (Funk 442) : iva cipeuros yevouevos 
év TH Omovorynre Tov Oavarov Tov Xpiorov ex’ édride THs EvddEou Kowwwyias, vexpwO} wer 
cai} Henrie, thon 6€ T@ eG Kara TE vovv Kal Noyov kal wpaéu. 

* Constitutiones Apostolorum 7: 43: 3 (Funk 448): @dvarov dia rod 
oTavpov, ov TUTOY ebwKey TO BanTLOMAa THS TWadcyyevectas. 

5 Constitutiones Apostolorum 7: 48: 5 (FP 7: 194 Quasten) : Kare ¢ 
ovpavov Kai ayiacov TO viwp rovro, dds dé Xap Kal divamv, Wore Tov Bawrifouevov 
Kar’ éytodny tov Xpiorov cov. ait avoravpwhijvat kal ovvarobavety, kai cuvradjvar 
Kai ovvavacrivat eis violeciay Thy év abt TS vexpwOjvar pév TH Guaptia, Sjoa dé TH 
dukatoobyp. 
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Elsewhere in the Constitutions there is an account of “ baptism 
given into the death of Jesus’’: the water is for the burial, the 
oil for the Holy Spirit, the seal for the cross.'° This emphasis 
upon baptism as being “into death ”’ is found throughout the 
Constitutions. When baptism is mentioned it is usually called 
“baptism into death.’’! 

St. John Chrysostom (354-407) is likewise associated with Syria, 
for he had been a priest and preacher in Antioch before going to 
the see of Constantinople. In one of his sermons he explains 
“the hidden mystery ”’ of water : 


Divine tokens are fulfilled here : burial and putting to death, 
resurrection and life, and all these things are done together. It is 
as in a tomb that we immerse our heads in the water ; the former 
man is buried, submerged, and wholly hidden away once for all. 
Then when we lift our heads back the new man comes forth . 
Three times this is done, to teach you that it is accomplished by 
the power of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 
This is not said as a conjecture ; hear what St. Paul says : We are 
buried together with Him through baptism into death.® 


Here again the tomb is mentioned explicitly. The use of that 
term, and the statement that death and life appear simultaneous- 
ly, recall a similar passage from St. Cyril of Jerusalem quoted 
above. The same doctrine appears elsewhere in St. John Chrys- 
ostom : 


Buried is our former man—buried not in earth but in water... 
Nothing is more happy than that burial,where all rejoice, men, and 
angels, and the Lord of angels. For this burial neither shroud nor 
coffin nor anything else of the sort is needed. Do you wish to 
18 Constitutiones Apostolorum 3: 17: 1; ef. 7: 22: 2-8 (Funk 211, 407): 
“Eort toivuy TO péey Barricua &s Tov Odvarov Tov "Incov diddpevoy, 76 6é Vdwp arti 
TAagHs, TO Eavov avril rvebpatos aylov,} oppayis avtTi Tov cravpov, TO pbpov BEeBaiwors 
THS Omodoyias. 
” Constitutiones Apostolorum 5: 16:7; 6:15:1; 6:28:15; 7:25:5; 7:48:38; 
8: He 2 (Funk 285, 337, 361, 412, 448, 484). 

8 Jobn Chrysostom, In Joannem 25: 2 (MG@ 59: 151) : Ota redetrae 
évy at7@ abuBora * Tados Kal véxpwots, Kal dvacracts Kai Cw}, Kal TavTa duov yiverar 
wavra. Kabamrep yap &y Tivi Taw, TP VdaTe KaTadvovTwy Hudv Tas Kepadas, 6 wadaros 
a@vOpwros Oarrerat, kal Katadds KaTw KpUTreTat Odos KaBaTat ciTa avaevovTwY Ruor, 
6 Kawvds dveor Tari. 


10 The Symbolism of the Baptismal Font 


see its token? I will show you the pool in which one is buried 
and another risen. In the Red Sea, the Egyptians were sunk be- 
neath it, but the Israelites came up out of it. The same ie 
both buries and begets.” 


The symbolism of the cross is notable in St. John Chrysostom: 


‘We are baptized into His death’ (Romans 6: 3). What does 
this mean ?- It means that as He died so should we. Baptism is a 
cross. What the cross was to Christ and what His burial was, that 
baptism was to us, though not in regard to the same things. For 
Him, it was in regard to the flesh that He died and was buried ; 
for us, it is in regard to sin that both happened.”? 


The recently-discovered Mystagogical Catecheses of Theodore 
of Mopsuestia, dating from 392-428, also represent Syrian influen- 
ces. Theodore was a priest in Antioch and a fellow student of 
St. John Chrysostom before he became bishop of Mopsuestia in 
Cilicia. In his treatment of baptism Theodore brings together the 
two concepts of resurrection and rebirth, something after the 
fashion of St. Cyril of Jerusalem: 


You have now received baptism which is the second birth. You 
have fulfilled by your baptism in water the rite of the burial, and 
you have received the sign of the resurrection by your rising out 
of the water ; you have been born and have become a new man ; 
you are no more part of Adam who was mutable and burdened 
and made wretched by sin, but of Christ who was completely 
freed from sin through resurrection, while even before it He never 
drew nigh unto it.”! 


Theodore goes deeper and gives a theological explanation of sym- 
bolism : ‘ We believe that through symbols, as through unspeak- 

19 John Chrysostom, In epistulam ad Colossenses 7: 2 (MG 62: 346): 
éradn huGv 6 wpGros AvOpwros * éradn ov ev yh, GAN’ &v tdare ... obdey Tabrns 
pakaplworepov Tis Taphs, eh’ } wavres xatpovor, kal ayyedot, Kai avOpwiror, kal 6 Tov 
ayyedwy Serrérns. Taltn TH TadH ox iwariwv, obk Aapvakos, obk aAdoU TGV ToLOvTwY 


ovdevos xpeia. 

20 John Chrysostom, In epistulam ad Romanos 10:4 (MG 60: 480): craupés 
yap éott TO Barticua. 

eau’ Mingana, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer 
and on the Sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist (WS 6; Cambridge, 1933)67. 
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able signs, we possess, sometime beforehand, the realities them- 
selves.’”” In baptism Our Lord confers upon us the Holy Spirit 
‘‘ as the firstfruits of the future benefits, which He will confer upon 
us in their entirety at the time of the resurrection, when our na- 
ture will receive a complete transformation into virtue.’”° 

Theodore sees a close analogy or relationship between baptism 
and the Eucharist : ‘‘ It is indeed evident to us, according to the 
words of the Apostle, that when we perform either baptism or the 
Eucharist we perform them in remembrance of the death and re- 
surrection of Christ.’’* This is reminiscent of St. Methodius,”? 
but more explicit. 

An explanation given by St. Gregory of Nyssa (died 394) should 
be noted here, for it will reappear in the teaching of a Western 
contemporary of his.2° Gregory writes that baptism reproduces 
burial because of the affinity between water and earth : 


And when we receive baptism, in imitation of our Lord and Master 
and Guide, we are not buried in the earth (for this is cover for 
the body that is completely dead, enveloping as it does the weak- 
ness and corruption of our nature), but we come to the element 
kindred to earth, water, and conceal ourselves in it as the Saviour 
did in the earth ; and doing this three times we picture to our- 
selves the third-day grace of the resurrection.” 


The symbolism of the tomb finds emphatic expression in the 
metrical discourses of Narsai (400-503). He had been a teacher 


Gs Mingana, Commentary 115. 

vs Mingana, Commentary 66; cf. 68-69: “‘ At present you only receive 
symbolically the happiness of the future benefits, but at the time of the re- 
surrection you will receive all the grace.” 

: Mingana, Commentary 20. Theodore quotes I Corinthians 11: 26 and 
Matthew 26: 26-27. 

ped 8s 3 supra, p. 6. 

oe On infra, p. 14. 

ai Gregory of Nyssa, In baptismum Christi (MG 46: 585. Huyels de 7d 
Barricpa wapadauBavortes, eis pinowy tov Kupiov kai didacKxadou Kai Kabnyeudvos 
MOV, Els ynv uev od Oarroucha (airy yap Tov vekpwhévros ravTEdh@s owpatos ¥ iverat 
oKETN, THY acbeveray Kal POopay Tis pioEews udv TepiaTeANOVTA) Emi 5é TO oUYyevEs 
THS Yijs oroxetov, TO Vdwp, Epxdpevor, exeivGs Eaurovs eyxpiTropey, Ws 6 DwrTIp TH YD- 
kal tpitov TovTO ToLnTavTEs, THY TPLNUEpoY EavToLs THs avacTacews yap Eekerkovitouer. 


! 
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at Edessa in Syria before he founded the Nestorian school of Ni- 
sibis in Persia. 


In (baptism), as in a tomb, body and soul are buried, and they 
die and live with a type of the resurrection that is to be at the end. 

It fills for men the office of the grave mystically ; and the voice 
of the priest (is) as the voice of the trump in the latter end.”8 


Like Theodore of Mopsuestia, Narsai shows the parallelism 
between baptism and the Eucharist. The two following passages 
should be compared. The first treats of baptism : 


In the grave of the water the priest buries the whole man; and he 
resuscitates him by the power of life that is hidden in his words. 

in the door of the tomb of baptism he stands equipped, and he 
performs there a mystery of death and resurrection.” 


The next passage considers the Eucharist : 


Death and life (the priest’s) voice proclaims in the ears of the 
people ; and forgiveness of iniquity he distributes, he gives, in 
the Bread and the Wine. 

A mystery of death he shows first to mortal man ; and he re- 
veals the power of life that is hidden in his words.*° 


Narsai finds in baptism a symbol of Christ’s three-day burial 
in the three immersions, as did Origen and St. Cyril of Jerusalem. 
Speaking of the person being baptized he says : 


With a mystery of our Redeemer he goes into the bosom of 
baptism after the manner of those three days in the midst of the 
tomb. 

Three days was our Redeemer with the dead : so also he that 
is baptized :—the three times are the three days.*! 


Again like St. Cyril, Narsai combines the two concepts of resur- 
rection and rebirth : ‘‘ By the power of the Creator (the priest) 


a8 R. H. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai (T'S 8:1; Cambridge, 
1909) 50-51. 
ao Connolly, Homilies of Narsai 51. 
Connolly, Homilies of Narsai 55. 
1 Connolly, Homilies of Narsai 51. 
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buries the dead and quickens the dead ; and as from the womb 
he begets men spiritually.’”” 


WESTERN WRITERS 


Turning to the West, we find mention of the doctrine of baptis- 
mal death and resurrection in the early period, but no explicit 
reference to symbolism. For instance, Tertullian in his treatise 
On the Resurrection of the Flesh points out that just as the death 
and resurrection of baptism do not preclude physical death, so 
neither do they preclude physical resurrection.* Similar passing 
allusions may be found in many of the Fathers of the early period. 
But with later writers a trend towards symbolism manifests itself. 
Thus St. Zeno, bishop of Verona in northern Italy (862-372), pro- 
claims that while all other water is of such a nature that when it 
receives living men it casts them back drowned, the water of bap- 
tism receives men that are dead and returns them living.®* In 
Milan, St. Ambrose (339-397) was more explicit in his symbolism. 
One of his sermons in the series On the Sacraments begins with these 
words : 

Yesterday we discussed the font, which shows, as it were, the- 
form of a tomb, which we enter as we profess our faith in the Fa- 


ther and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and 1 in which we are dipped 
under and come up, that is, rise again. 


If we turn to the sermon referred to, we find how St. Ambrose 
conceived baptism to signify the tomb : 


a2 Connolly, Homilies of Narsat 66 . 

33 Tertullian, De carnis resurrectione 23 (CSEL 47: 57 Kroymann): “ sed 
cum ita nos mortuos faciat spiritaliter, ut tamen et corporaliter quandoque 
morituros agnoscat, utique et resuscitatos proinde spiritualiter disputans 
aeque non negat inp corporaliter resurrecturos.’’ Cf. De carnis resurrectione 
47 (CSEL 47: 97): “per similitudinem enim morimur in baptismate, sed per 
veritatem resurgimus in carne.” Cf. also De baptismo 11 (32 Lupton). 

34 Zeno of Verona, Tractatus 2: 39 Ad neophytos (Giuliari 245). 

si Ambrose, De sacramentis 3: 1: 1 (FP 7: 151 Quasten): ‘‘ Hesterno die 
de fonte disputavimus, cuius species veluti quaedam sepulchri forma est ; 
in quem credentes in Patrem et Filium et Spiritum sanctum recipimur et de- 
mergimur et surgimus, hoc est, resuscitamur.’’ On the authorship, ef. R. H. 
Connolly, ‘‘ The De Sacramentis, A Work of St. Ambrose,’’ Downside Review 
68 (1941) 1-13. J. H. Srawley, “ The De Sacramentis a work of St. Ambrose,” 
JTS 44 (1948) 199-200. 
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Now let us discuss what baptism is. ... In the beginning God so: 
made man that if he did not taste sin he would not die. Man 
contracted sin... But the Lord wished his benefits to remain 

.. and so he passed this sentence upon man: Earth thou art 
and to earth thou shalt return, and made him subject to death .. . 
Hear now: ... there was discovered a way for living men to die 
while alive and to rise again while alive. What is a living man? 
He is one living the life of the body when he comes to the font and 
is submerged in the font. What 7s water of not something from the 
earth? He therefore fulfills the divine sentence without the obli- 
vion of death. Because you go under water the sentence expires 
which says : Earth thou art and to earth thou shalt return. With 
the sentence carried out there is now room for the heavenly benefit 
and restoration. And so water is from earth ; the condition of our 
life did not allow us to be covered with earth and to rise again from 
earth. And finally, earth does not wash, but water does. There- 
fore the font is like a burial.*® 


Mention of the affinity between earth and water, and of the 
condition of human life, also enter into the explanation given by 
St. Gregory of Nyssa, quoted above.*’ It is probable that St. 
Ambrose borrowed these ideas from the latter ; be made fre- 
quent use of the Greek Fathers in his own writings.*® 


36 Ambrose, De sacramentis 2: 6: 16-25 (FP 7: 148-149 Quasten): ‘“‘ Nune 
disputemus, quid sit quod dicitur baptisma? ... In principio Deus noster ho-. 
minem fecit, ut, si peccatum non gustaret, morte non moreretur. Peccatum 
contraxit, factus est obnoxius morti, eiectus est de paradiso. Sed Dominus, 
qui sua vellet beneficia permanere et insidias omnes abolere serpentis, rescin-- 
dere quoque omne quod nocuit, primum quidem sententiam tulit in hominem : 
Terra es et in terram ibis, et morti hominem fecit obnoxium. ... Audi ergo ;. 
nam ut in hoc quoque saeculo nexus diaboli solveretur, inventum est quomodo 
homo vivus moreretur et vivus resurgeret. Quid est vivus? Hoe est vita cor- 
poris vivens, cum veniret ad fontem et mergeretur in fontem. Quid est aqua, 
nisi de terra? Satisfit ergo sententiae caelesti sine mortis stupore. Quod mer- 
gis, solvitur sententis illa : Terra es et in terram ibis ; impleta sententia, locus. 
est. beneficio remedioque caelesti. Ergo aqua de terra, possibilitas autem vitae 
nostrae non admittebat, ut terra operiremur et de terra resurgeremus. Deinde 
non terra lavat, sed agua lavat ; ideo fons quasi sepultura est. ”’ 


CAGE supra, p. II. 

ay el Jerome, Epistulae 84: 7 (CSHLE 55: 130): ‘“‘ Nuper Ambrosius sic 
Exaemeron illius (sci., Origenis) conpilavit, ut magis Hippolyti sententias: 
Basiliique sequeretur.” ; 
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St. Ambrose, like St. John Chrysostom, closely associated 
baptism with the cross. This appears strikingly in his account 
of the baptismal interrogations : 


You were asked : Do you believe in God the Father almighty ? 
You said: I believe, and you were immersed, that is, you were 
buried. Again you were asked: Do you believe in Our Lord 
Jesus Christ and in His cross? You said : I believe, and you were 
immersed, and therefore you were buried together with Christ, 
for he who is buried together with Christ rises with Christ. A third 
time you were asked : And do you believe in the Holy Spirit ? 
You said : I believe ; a third time you were immersed, so that a 
threefold confession would absolve the repeated falls of your 
previous life.°° 


The interrogation, Do you believe ... in His cross? is most 
unusual, and probably unique, in the baptismal formularies that 
have come down to us. It conforms to the relation which St. 
Ambrose usually establishes between the cross and baptism, as 
may be seen from the following : 


Just as Christ died to sin and lives to God, so did you die to the 
snares of previous sins through the sacrament of baptism, and rise 
through the grace of Christ. It isa death, then, though not in the 
reality of physical death but in a likeness. For when you are im- 
mersed you receive a likeness of death and burial ; you receive the 
sacrament of His cross, whereas Christ hung on the cross and His 
body was pierced with nails.*° 


ie Ambrose, De sacramentis 2: 7: 20 (FP 7: 149 Quasten): “‘ Interrogatus 
es: Credis in Deum Patrem omnipotentem? Dixisti: Credo, et mersisti,. 
hoc est, sepultus es. Iterum interrogatus es : Credis in Dominum nostrum 
Iesum Christum et in crucem eius? Dixisti : Credo, et mersisti ; ideo et Chris- 
to es consepultus ; qui enim Christo consepelitur, cum Christo resurgit. Ter- 
tio interrogatus es : Credis et in Spiritum sanctum ? Dixisti : Credo, tertio 
mersisti, ut multiplicem lapsum superioris aetatis absolveret trina confessio.”’ 

4 Ambrose, De sacramentis 2: 7: 23 (FP 7: 150 Quasten): ‘‘ Quomodo 
Christus mortuus est peccato et Deo vivit : ita et tu superioribus illecebris 
peccatorum mortuus sis per baptismatis sacramentum et surrexeris per gratiam 
Christi. Mors ergo est, sed non in mortis corporalis veritate, sed in similitu- 
dine ; cum enim mergis, mortis suscipis et sepulturae similitudinem ; crucis 
illius accipis sacramentum, quod in cruce Christus pependit, et clavis confixum. 
est eius corpus.” 
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Your former self, immersed in the font, was crucified to sin 
but rose to God.” 


St. Ambrose also stresses the importance of the cross for the 
consecration of the baptismal water: 


Water without the proclamation of the Lord’s cross has no 
usefulness for future salvation, but when it has been consecrated 
by the mystery of the salutary. cross, then it is fitted for use in the 
spiritual laver and the salutary cup.” 


What is water without the cross of Christ? A common element, 
without any sacramental effect.*° 


St. Augustine is less emphatic than St. Ambrose, but he does 
use the comparison of the tomb, which, however, he identifies 
with the rebirth from the font. The baptized should die to sin, 
and live “ by being born again from the font, as Christ did by 


rising again from the sepulchre.’”’“ 
A little later, in Rome, we find St. Leo the Great likewise com- 
bining the two symbolisms of the tomb and the womb : 


There (in the mystery of regeneration) the death of sin is the life 
of the reborn, and the Lord’s three-day death is reproduced by 
the threefold immersion. By the removal, as it were, of the stone 
before the sepulchre, those who enter the womb of the font, and are 
old, are given birth by the water of baptism, and become new.* 

° Ambrose, De sacramentis 6: 2: 7 (FP 7:172 Quasten): ‘“ Tuus homo 
vetus in fonte demersus peccato crucifixus est, sed Deo resurrexit.” 

: Ambrose, De mysieriis 3: 14 (FP 7: 120 Quasten): ‘‘ Aqua enim sine 
praedicatione dominicae crucis ad nullos usus futurae salutis est ; cum vero 
salutaris fuerit crucis mysterio consecrata, tune ad usum spiritualis lavacri 
et salutaris poculi temperatur.” 

ins Ambrose, De mystertis 4: 20 (FP 7: 122 Quasten): ‘‘ Quid est enim aqua 
ey cruce Christi? Elementum commune, sine ullo sacramenti effectu.” 

* Augustine, Enchiridion 42 (ACW 8: 50 tr. Arand). 

45 Leo the Great, Sermones 70 De passione Domini (ML 54: 382): “ Et 
haee quidem in omnibus Ecclesiae filiis, ipso jam regenerationis sunt incohata 
mysterio, ubi peccati interitus, vita est renascentis, et triduanam Domini 
mortem imitatur trina demersio ; ut dimoto quodam aggere sepulturae, quos 
veteres suscepit sinus fontis, eosdem novos edat unda baptismatis.”’ 


CHAPTER III 
Tue Font as MorTruer or aS WOMB OF THE CHURCH 


In the earlier writers we can see something of the trends which 
were to lead up to the concepts of the font as the womb of the 
Church or as “ the mother of adoption.’’ A passage from St. 
Justin (died c. 165) shows that the juxtaposition of baptismal 
regeneration and human childbirth which is found in St. John’s 
gospel, had not been lost sight of.' St. Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons 
(died c. 202), points out the virginal associations of regenera- 
tion. His doctrine has important implications. 


How shall a man leave his mortal birth unless he (comes) to the 
new birth wondrously and unexpectedly given by God as a sign 
of salvation (Isaias a 14), and which is from the virgin and by 


faith, a regeneration.” 


And those who proclaimed Him Emmanuel (born) of the virgin 
(Isaias 7: 14) showed the union of the Word of God to His handi- 
work, because the Word will become flesh, and the Son of God the 
son of man—the Pure One opening purely that pure womb, 
which regenerates men unto God, which He made pure.* 

- Justin, Apologia 1: 61: 34: ‘“‘ Then they are led by us where there is 
water and are regenerated ... For Christ said: Unless you shall be born 
again... And it is clear to all that it is impossible for those once born to enter 
into the womb of their mothers.” Cf. FP 7: 14-15 Quasten. 

Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 4: 52: 1 (Harvey 2: 259): “‘ Et quemadmo- 
dum homo transiet in Deum, si non Deus in hominem? Quemadmodum 
autem relinquet mortis generationem, si non in novam generationem mire et 
inopinate a Deo, in signum autem salutis, datam, quae est ex Virgine per 
fidem regenerationem? Vel quam adoptionem accipient a Deo, permanentes 
in hac genesi, quae est secundum hominem in hoc mundo? ”’ 

Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 4: 55: 2 (Harvey 2: 266): ‘“ Ht qui eum ex 
Virgine Emmanuel praedicabant, adunitionem Verbi Dei ad plasma ejus 
manifestabant : quoniam Verbum caro erit, et Filius Dei Filius Hominis ; 
(purus pure puram aperiens vulvam eam quae regenerat homines in Deum, 
quam ipse puram fecit).” 


Le 
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In this connection it should be noted that the Church is called 
“the virgin mother ”’ in the Letter of the Martyrs of Lyons and 
Vienne (177 or 178) which was issued by the group of Asiatic | 
Christians in southern Gaul to which St. Irenaeus belonged.* 
The letter, which may have been drafted by St. Irenaeus himself, 
contains the earliest preserved instance of ‘‘ mother” as a di- 
rect appellative of the Church, as a recent study by J. C. Plumpe 
has shown.” It is significant that, at this early date, the Church 
was not called mother without being called the virgin mother. 
This harmonizes with the relationship which St. Irenaeus sees 
between regeneration and Christ’s birth of the Virgin. 

These various quotations show the background for the sym- 
bolism of the font. as the womb or mother ; the next bring us 
to the object, symbolism itself. The passage is from Clement 
of Alexandria (died c. 215), who is commenting upon the text, 
‘‘ Naked I came out of my mother’s womb, naked too shall I 
return there’”’ (Job 1: 21). Clement interprets this text as re- 
ferring to being stripped of evil and sin : 


For this is what was said : ‘ Unless you become converted and be 
as children,’ pure in flesh and holy in soul by keeping away from 
evil deeds—showing that God would have us to be even such as 
He begot us from the womb of the water. 


This is the earliest instance, as far as this enquiry could ascer- 
tain, of the water of baptism being called a womb. 

Thus we find in the baptismal teaching of the second and early 
third century several streams of thought. These will flow togeth- 
er'and then branch off to become two distinct concepts of the 
font. One will consider the font as being itself a virginal mother ; 
the other will see the font as the virginal womb of Mother Church. 


4 The text of the letter is given by Eusebius Historia ecclesiastica 5: 1-2 
(GCS Eusebius 2:420-432 Schwartz). 

sac Bin Plumpe, Mater Ecclesia: An Inquiry into the Concept of the Church 
as Mother in Early Christianity (SCA 5; Washington, 1943) 37. 

® Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 4: 25 (GCS Clement 2: 319 Staehlin): 
TovTO yap hv TO elpnuevoy’ Eady pr oTpagerTes yEernabe s Ta watdla, KaBapot pey THY 
cdpxa, &ytoe 5é THY Pox Kara aroxhv KaxBv Epywv, Sexvbyros (rov Geov) Ste rovobrovs ; 
Huds etvac Bobrerar, olovs Kai yeyerynxey Ex pyTpas Vdaros. 
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EASTERN WRITERS 


In St. Methodius (died 311) we find the Church represented 
as bringing forth children in baptism. St. Methodius is inter- 
preting the vision in the Apocalypse of the woman clad with the 
sun, and with the moon at her feet, who gives birth to a male child 
(Apocalypse 12: 1-6). He explains the moon as representing 
the laver of baptism, and the woman as the Church who is in. 
labor until the fulness of the nations enter in, regenerating sen- 
sual men into spiritual, forming them to the likeness of Christ.. 
‘‘ Whence she must of necessity stand over the laver of baptism,. 
bringing forth those who are washed in it.’” 

Another approximation of the symbolism of the womb, but: 
without reference to the Church, is found in Aphraates, a re-- 
presentative of the East Syrian church, who wrote between the 
years 336 and 345. In baptism, he writes, at the moment the: 
priests invoke the Spirit, the latter opens the heavens and comes: 
down and broods over the water, giving the baptized a second 
birth. Elsewhere Aphraates speaks of priests as ‘“‘ the heralds 
of Christ, true preachers, who beget children of water.’” 

The actual comparing of water to a mother’s womb is found 
in several fourth-century writers. St. Ephrem the Syrian states 
that baptism conceives children in its womb, imprints upon 
them the image of Christ instead of that of Adam, and gives 
them a new birth in the names of the Trinity. Bodies go down 
into the water with crime and defilements, but come up pure, 
like children. Baptism becomes “ another womb” which in 
- giving birth makes young people out of old.!° And he exclaims, 


: Methodius, Symposium 8: 6 (GCS Methodius 88 Bonwetsch) : é0e ¢€ 
avaykns aitrnv éheoravar det TG AovTP@ Tovs Aovopevovs yevvOaar. 

: Aphraates, Demonstrationes 6, De monachis (PSy 1: 291 Parisot). Cf. 
E. J. Duncan, Baptism in the Demonstrations of Aphraates the Persian Sage 
(SCA 8; Washington, 1945) 36. 

? Aphraates, Demonstrationes 14, Exhortatoria (PSy 1: 679 Parisot). 

ie Ephrem, Hymni de virginitate 7: 5 (Rahmani 23): ‘“ Baptismum suo: 
sinu eos concipit, in iisdem, vice deturpatae effigiei primi Adae, novam im- 
primit imaginem, ipsosque gignit triplici partu seu tribus gloriosis nominibus. 
Patris, Filii et Spiritus sancti.” 


20 The Symbolism of the Baptismal Font 


*¢( womb, which daily and without pain gives birth to the chil- 
‘dren of the kingdom of heaven.’’! 


In speaking of birth without pain St. Ephrem implies that 
baptism is like Christ’s birth from Mary, for he frequently states 
that the Virgin Mary gave birth to Christ without pain.’ There 
is also an allusion here to the recapitulation doctrine of St. Justin 
and St. Irenaeus’® according to which Mary the second Eve 
reversed the sin of the first Eve and its consequences ; one of 
these consequences was painful childbearing (Genesis 3: 16). 

A fragment from St. Amphilochius, bishop of Iconium in Asia 
Minor (died c. 394), quoted by a Syrian author, also speaks of 
baptism as a womb or a mother. It brings out a capital inference, 
namely the brotherhood that exists among the baptized. St. 
Amphilochius is addressing the Arians: 


We are brothers, not enemies. The one baptism gave us birth, 
though you dishonored the pains of your mother. ‘Sinners are alien- 
ated from the womb, and they bave gone astray from the womb 
who frequently spoke falsehoods’ (Psalm 57: 4). You have 
blasphemed grace, speaking falsehood of Christ, and you have 
not kept your profession (of faith). In baptism you confessed the 
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and after baptism you 
made gods for vourself, a greater, a lesser, and a still lesser. Lest 
therefore you dishonor the pains of your mother, and lest you deny 
the noble race of your brethren, let us in brotherly fashion prove 
this : that we are servants of the one king, not of the many who 
prepare war (Psalm 2: 2-6).1* 

11 Ephrem, Hymni de virginitate 7: 7 (Rahmani 23): “O uterum! qui 
quotidie filios regni caelorum absque dolore parit.” 

i? Ephrem, Sermo adversus haereticos (Assemani 2: 264): “ Et Virgo sine 
corruptione concepit, et sine dolore genuit.” Cf. bid. 266, 267. 

13 Cf, HP nos. 141, 224, 358, 715, 1578. 

a Amphilochius of Ieonium, quoted by Timothy T, Patriarch of the Nes- 
torians (died 823), Hpistulae 1, Ad Salomonem (CSCO Syri; series secunda 
67: 16 tr. Braun): ‘“ Fratres sumus, non hostes. Unum baptisma nos genuit, 
etsi vos dehonorastis dolores matris vestrae. ‘ Alienati sunt enim peccatores 
2 ventre et erraverunt ab utero, qui locuti sunt mendacia’ (Ps. 57: 4). Sane 
Uh enim e lavacro baptismatis tamquam ex utero apparuerunt... Blasphe- 
mastis gratiam, mendacium de Christo loquentes, et professionem vestram 
non servastis. In baptismate Patrem et Filium et Spiritum sanctum confessi 
estis; post baptismum finxistis vobis deos, magnum et parvum et parvo mino- 


= ri sco 
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It is in Alexandria, with Didymus the Blind (died c. 398) that 
we find the font itself described, apparently for the first time, as 
the ever-virgin mother of the baptized, fruitful through the 
Holy Spirit : 


The font is the workplace of the Trinity for the salvation of all 
men who believe, and those who are washed in it are set free from 
the Serpent’s sting, and it becomes the mother of all through the 
Holy Spirit while remaining a virgin. ... But why not briefly men- 
tion its special greatness? It teaches us who are on earth fear- 
lessly to call Him Father whom the heavenly beings dare not call 
thus. And this is what is sung in the Psalm: ‘ My father and 
my mother have forsaken me,’ meaning Adam and Eve did not 
remain immortal, ‘ but the Lord hath taken me up,’ meaning He 
gave me for mother the font, for father, the Most High God, for 
brother the Saviour . 


A recent study by J. Quasten points out that previous to the 
Council of Constantinople in 381 the epiclesis for the blessing of 
the baptismal water invoked the Logos ; it was considered that 
Christ came down upon the waters or was made to dwell in the 
waters. But after the Council of 381, which emphasized the divi- 
nity and personality of the Holy Spirit, a change is discernible ; 
the role of coming down upon the waters is assigned to the Holy 
Spirit.’° It is significant that the passage just quoted is from a 
treatise which Didymus wrote in the period immediately follow- 


-rem. Ne ergo dolores matris vestrae dehonoretis, neque stirpem bonam fra- 


trum vestrorum negetis, fraterne comprobemus hane sententiam quod unius 
a servi sumus, non multorum qui bellum parant.” 
> Didymus of Alexandria, De Trinitate 2: 13 (MG 39: 692) : éo7me “yap 


4 KoAupBHOpa rHs Tprddos €pyacthpioy wpos cwrnpiay matwy ravrwr avOpmrwy’ Kal 


Tovs Aovopevous & alTi, TOV Snypatos amahAdtTre Tdv dyews, Kal UATHP TWavTwy vyiverer 
7T@ aylo Wvetpare pévovoa rapévos. ... Kai ri dé auvTépws Td petfov od Eyw Ev 
avira; “Ov od roAudou oi év obpavois Ilarépa kadety, fuels pavOavoper ert ys Kadety, 
undeva goBobuevol. Kal rovTé éoriv, 6 & beTar Yaru@ ‘O marhp pov Kat H pATNP 
mou éyKaTéAtrop me (od yap, gnolv, tuevar 4Bavaror "Addu xal Eva), 6 dé Kbpros 
mpoveraBero pe. Kal €dwxe por, ynol, unrépa THy KoAvpBHOpay, warépa Tov “Tyrorov, 
adedgov, Tov du’ Huds BarricOevta Lwripa. 

we Quasten, ‘‘ The Blessing of the Font in the Syrian Rite of the Fourth 


Century,” Theological Studies 7 (1946) 309-313. 
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ing the Council of Constantinople, and in which he is particularly 
concerned with the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. 

Didymus’s synthesis of baptismal relationships is wholly in 
terms of the font. He attributes to it the role we might expect 
to see given to the Church. Unlike St. Methodius, Didymus does ° 
not refer to the motherhood of the Church. 

The various elements noted in these Eastern writers are found 
in St. John Chrysostom (died 407), indicating that by his time 
they had become traditional. Thus St. Chrysostom speaks of the 
baptismal water as a womb ;"' he states that in baptism the 
neophyte is formed by the Holy Spirit as Christ was formed by 
the Holy Spirit in the womb of the Virgin.’* He implies the 
virginal associations of baptism.’ But he bursts into eloquence 
when he draws a contrast between baptism and human birth : 


O unsullied childbirth ! O spiritual parturition ! O new bringing 
forth ! Conception without womb, begetting without bosom, 
birth without flesh ! Spiritual birth, birth by the grace and loving- 
kindness of God, birth full of joy and gladness! But the first 
birth was not thus ; it began with lament ... Why does the child 
ery when it comes to the light? Because before sin God said, 
‘Increase and multiply ’ (Genesis 1: 38), which was as a blessing ; 
but the counterpart after sin, ‘In sorrow shalt thou bring forth 
offspring,’ was as a punisbment.... But not so this birth ... 
There are never laments nor tears here, but greetings and kisses 
and embraces from the brethren who acknowledge a member of 
the family .. .?° 


17 John Chrysostom, In Joannem 26: 1 (MG 59: 153) “Owep yap éorw 7 
Harpe T@ EuBpbw, rovTo To wior@ 7d bdwp. . 

3 John Chrysostom, In epistulam ad Colossenses 6: 4 (MG 62: 342) : 
Iveta ayiov * robrm wAdrrerat, tobrw pvOpiterar, Kabdmep kai abros & TF athe 
THs mwapbévou. 

9 John Chrysostom, In epistulam ad Ephesios 20: 3 (MG 62: 139): domep 
avev ouvvovoias éxelvos yeyevynrat ‘ex Uvebyaros ayiov, olrw Kal juels yeryouda 
évy T@ ouTPO. 

20 John Chrysostom, De utilitate lectionis scripturarum 6 (MG@ 51: 96): 
"OQ xabapdy ddlvwv ! & rvevuariay roxwv | & kawav Aoxeruarwov ! xwpis uNrpas 
obd\Antis, xwpls yaorpds yevynots, Xwpis gapKos TOKOS, TOKOS WvEevuaTLKdS, TOKOS "EK 
xapitos kal giravOpwirias Geot, ToKos ebppoabyns yeuwv Kal xapas. AXX’ ov rotovros 
6 mpdrepos, aN’ aro Ophvav Exerc THY apxnv. ... Ti Kale Td wWatdiov eis Eas EADSr ; 
Aca TovTo rpd wey Tis Guaprias édevev 6 Oeds, AbEdvErOe, Kai rAnOiveode, Sep evAOYias 
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We find the same ideas a generation later in the discourses of 
Narsai (400-503). ‘‘ By the power of the Creator (the priest) 
buries the dead and quickens the dead ; and so from the womb 
he begets men spiritually.”” And of the Church’s children he 
says: ‘The womb of the waters has brought them forth spiri- 
tually.””! Referring to the voice of the priest, he indicates some- 
what of a parallel between Mary and the font: ‘‘ The dumb 
(elements) hear a new utterance from rational beings, like that 
utterance which Mary heard from Gabriel.””? Narsai also alludes 
to the liturgical kiss of peace when he describes the conclusion 
_of the baptismal ceremony in terms of a happy family greeting 

the child just born to them : 


As a babe from the midst of the womb he looks forth from the 
water ; and instead of garments the priest receives and embraces 
him. 

He resembles a babe when he is lifted up from the midst of the 
water ; and as a babe every one embraces and kisses him.” 


We can conclude this survey of Eastern writers by remarking 
that a fifth-century Syrian writer, Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopa- 
gite, was able to refer quite casually, in the course of an account 
of the baptismal ceremonies, to the candidates advancing to- 
wards “the mother of adoption.””* He did not find it necessary 
to explain that the expression meant the baptismal font. All this 
is evidence that in the East by the fifth century it had become 
quite conventional to refer to the font as a womb or mother. 


hy * 70 be, "Ev Nbrraus reEn rEexva, wera THY Guapriay, dmep Tinwolas nv.... "AAXN’ ody 
n yevynots airy... ovdapov Opivos, obdauov dSaxpva evrav@a, aX’ aoracpol, cai 
gtNlat, Kal mepurdoKal ray ade\gav TO olKxetoy pédos ervywwwoKdvTwV ... 

2h REE Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsat (TS 8: 1; Cambridge, 
1909) 66, 53. 

ae Connolly, Homilies of Narsaz 50. 

as Connolly, Homilies of Narsai 52. Cf. F. J. Doelger, ‘‘ Der erste Frie- 
denskuss der Taueflinge in Kreise der Glauebigen,’”’? AC 2 (1930) 159-160. 

oy Pseudo-Dionysius, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 2: 2:7 (FP 7: 282 Quasten): 
airos éwi riv unrépa rhs vioecias épxerar. Maximus the Confessor, Scholia in 
librum de ecclesiastica hierarchia 2: 7 (MG 4: 125). 
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WESTERN WRITERS 


The first notable treatment of baptism that preluded the sym- 
bolism of the font as mother or womb is to be found in Tertul- 
han’s De baptismo. The African apologist has a convincing pres- 
entation of water as a medium made generative through the 
action of the Holy Spirit. He recalls the Spirit hovering over the 
waters (Genesis 1: 2), and notes that the waters were the first 
to receive the command to bring forth living things, “‘ so that it 
should be no wonder if the waters know how to give life.’”° 
And he concludes : 


Therefore all water, from the prerogative possessed from its origin, 
receives at the invocation of God the power of sanctifying the mys- 
tery. For there immediately comes down the Spirit from heaven 
who is upon the water sanctifying it from Himself, and thus sanc- 
tified, it imbibes the power of sanctifying.”° 


Further on, when Tertullian answers the objection that the 
heathens have their baptismal rites, he states that the devotees 
of Isis or Mithra cheat themselves, for the water they use is 
“widowed ”: viduis aquis sibt mentiuntur.2’ If Tertullian finds 
pagan baptism deceptive because its waters are widowed, it 
can only be in contrast with Christian baptism, the waters of 
which, therefore, can by implication be thought of asa prolific 
spouse and mother, made such through the Holy Spirit, the 


Y Tertullian, De baptismo 3 (CPT 7 Lupton): ‘ Ordinato dehinc per 
elementa mundo cum incolae darentur, primis aquis, praeceptum est animas 
proferre. Primus liquor quod viveret edidit, ne mirum sit in baptismo, si 
aquae animare noverunt.” 

ee Tertullian, De baptismo 4 (CPT 10 Lupton) : “ Igitur omnes aquae de 
pristina originis praerogativa sacramentum sanctificationis consequentur 
invocato Deo. Supervenit enim statim Spiritus de caelis et aquis superest 
sanctificans eas de semetipso, et ita sanctificatae vim sanctificandi combibunt,” 

ey Tertullian, De baptismo 5 (CPT 12 Lupton): Tertullian also used the 
verb ‘‘ to widow ”’ in his De anima 19: 1 (Waszink 26): ‘ Sed ne illi quidem 
praetereundi qui vel modico temporis viduant animam intellectu.” J. H. 
Waszink in his Tertulliani De anima (Amsterdam, 1947) 270, points out that 
viduare is a poetical word, in use since Vergil (Aeneid 8: 571 [LCL 2: 98 Fair- 
clough] ; Georgics 4: 518 [LCL 1: 232 Fairclough] ) and Horace (Odes 2: 9: 8 
[LCL 128 Bennett]). . 
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Spirit the apologist has discoursed upon at length. The phrase 
viduis aquis, taken in its context, shows an intuition of that 
full development which was to call the baptismal font the virgin 
mother of rebirth or the virginal womb of Mother Church, made 
fruitful by the Holy Spirit. 

Not to be overlooked is the close relationship which Tertullian 
sees between baptism and Mother Church. In the closing lines. 
of his De baptismo he comes to a climax with the vivid picture 
of the newly baptized ‘‘ coming up from the sacred laver of re- 
birth,” admitted now to liturgical worship and “‘ raising their 
hands in prayer for the first time at their Mother’s (home) with 
their brothers.’’® And, as F. J. Doelger has shown, that first 
prayer of theirs is the Our Father.” Thus Tertullian sees the 
newly baptized as having God for father, the Church for mother, 
and the other baptized for brothers. 

Tertullian’s treatment of baptism, with its nuptial and mater- 
nal implications, was resumed by other African writers, parti- 
cularly St. Cyprian, St. Optatus, and St. Augustine. St. Cyprian, 
bishop of Carthage (died 258), became engaged in controversy 
over whether or not baptism administered by heretics was valid. 
He stoutly maintained that it was not. Thinking of the Church 
as the mother of the baptized, he objected that it would be making 
the one Church adulterous to hold that baptism given by those 
separated from the Church could beget children. He declares : 
The water of the Church, faithful and saving and pure as it is, 
cannot be violated and made adulterous—just as the Church is 
inviolate and chaste and pure.*” | 

ee Tertullian, De baptismo 20 (CPT 56 Lupton) : ‘“ Igitur benedicti, quos 
gratia Dei expectat, cum de illo sanctissimo lavacro novi natalis ascenditis 
et primas manus apud matrem cum fratribus aperitis, petite de Patre, petite 
de Domino, peculia gratiae, distributiones charismatum subjacere. Petite, 
et accipietis, inquit. Quaesistis enim et invenistis, pulsastis et apertum est 
vobis. Tantum oro, ut, cum petitis, etiam Tertulliani peccatoris memineri- 
tis?’ 

an ee Doelger, ‘‘ Das erste Gebet der Taueflinge in der Gemeinschait 
der Brueder,’” AC 2 (1930) 142-155. 

ue Cyprian, Epistulae 73, Ad Jubaianum (CUF Cyprian 2: 269 Bayard): 
““ Aqua ecclesiae fidelis et salutaris et sancta corrumpi et adulterari non 
potest, sicut et ipsa ecclesia incorrupta et casta et pudica est.” 
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St. Cyprian’s error, condemned in his lifetime by Pope St. 
Stephen, was later to be refuted in detail by St. Augustine.*! 
Meanwhile St. Optatus, bishop of Milevum in Numidian Africa, 
had occasion to write (c. 365) on baptism in answer to Parme- 
nianus, Donatist bishop of Carthage.®” 

The Donatist maintained that the efficacy of baptism depended 
upon the holiness of the minister who conferred it. St. Optatus 
maintained against Parmenianus that generation is not produced 
by the properties of the Church but by her womb.” The womb 
of the Church is baptism. St. Optatus distinguishes two elements 
there, the Trinitarian formula and the formula of the profession 
of faith. In that womb, that is, in baptism, when the two formu- 
las are uttered they mingle and concur as heavenly and spiritual 
seed. A holy germ is conceived and a new nature prepared for the © 
regenerated. In this concord of faith and the Trinity, he who 
has been born to the world is reborn to God. This is how God 
becomes the Father of men, and this is how Mother Church 
becomes holy.** Elsewhere St. Optatus states that it is not the 
persons of the ministers but the sacraments that give the Church 
her holiness.*° 


ahi a infra p. 27. 
as Ue Mirae! Contra Parmenianum Donatistam (CSEL 26 Ziwsa). 
3 Optatus, Contra Parmenianum Donatistam 2: 10 (CSEL 26: 46 Ziwsa) : 
“‘ et cum dotes ad sponsam, non sponsa ad dotes pertineat, sic ordinasti dotes 
quasi ipsae videantur generare, non eae quae intelliguntur plus posita 
in enous quam in ornamentis.”’ 
* Optatus, Contra Parmenianum Donatistam 2: 10 (CSEL 26: 45 Ziwsa) : 
“ Jam illud mihi volo respondeas, cur de solis ecclesiae dotibus loqui voluisti 
et de sanctis ejus membris ac visceribus tacuisti, quae sunt procul dubio in 
sacramentis et in nominibus trinitatis. Cui concurrit fides credentium et 
professio, quae apud acta conficitur angelorum, ubi miscentur caelestia et 
spiritualia semina, ut sancto germine nova possit renascentium indoles pro- 
creari, ut, dum trinitas cum fide concordat, qui natus fuerat saeculo, renas- 
catur spiritualiter Deo. Sic fit hominum pater Deus, sancta sic fit mater 
Ecclesia.” 
yf Optatus, Contra Parmenianum Donatistam 2: 10 (CSEL 26: 32 Ziwsa) : 
“Ergo Ecclesia una est, cujus sanctitas de sacramentis colligitur, non de 
personarum superbia ponderatur ; ergo hanc unam columbam et dilectam 
sponsam suam Christus appellat.” 
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Throughout his treatise St. Optatus had addressed the Dona- 
tist Parmenianus as ‘‘ brother.’ He explains why he did so: 


We are necessarily brothers ; in the same sacramental womb 
we were both given birth by the one Mother Church ; as sons 
adopted in the same manner we were both received by God the 
Father. And so Christ, foreseeing the present time when you 
would dissent from us, commanded us to pray in such a manner 
that unity would remain particularly in prayer, that prayers 
would bring together portions that differed. We pray for you 
because we wish to. You pray for us even when you do not wish 
to, or else each one of you must say: My Father who art in heaven, 
and, Give me thisday my daily bread, and, Forgive me my sins as 
I forgive my debtor. If therefore (Christ’s) commands cannot be 
changed, you see that we cannot be entirely separated from one 
another, when we pray for you willingly and you pray for us even 
if unwillingly. You see, brother Parmenianus, the bonds of holy 
kinship between you and us cannot be completely broken.*® 


Back of these allusions we can see the baptismal ritual of the 
African Church, with its emphasis upon the recitation of the 
Our Father, alluded to by Tertullian a century and a half before.*’ 

St. Augustine refers to the baptismal doctrine of St. Cyprian 
in his work De baptismo contra Donatistas. He had to maintain 
the unity of the Church, the one true spouse of Christ, and ex- 
plain at the same time how heretical baptism was not adulterous. 
He does this by skilfully taking up St. Paul’s allegorical use of 


= Optatus, Contra Parmenianum Donatistam 4: 2 (CSEL 26: 103 Ziwsa) : 
“Non enim potestis non esse fratres, quos isdem sacramentorum visceribus 
una mater ecclesia genuit, quos eodem modo adoptivos filios Deus pater 
excepit. Unde hujus temporis praescius Christus, quia futurum erat, ut a 
nobis hodie discordaretis, talia dedit orandi mandata, ut vel in oratione 
unitas remanisset, ut jungerent preces, quos discrepaturae fuerant partes. 
Oramus pro vobis, quia volumus, et vos pro nobis, et cum non vultis. Aut 
dicat unusquisque vestrum : ‘ pater meus, qui in caelis es,’ et ‘ panem meum 
cotidianum da mihi hodie,’ et ‘ dimitte mihi peccata, quomodo et ego debi- 
tori meo.’ Igitur si quae mandata sunt, mutari non possunt, videtis nos non 
in totum ab invicem esse separatos, dum et nos pro vobis oramus volentes 
et vos pro nobis oratis etsi nolentes. Vides, frater Parmeniane, sanctae ger- 
manitatis vincula inter nos et vos in totum rumpi non posse.” 

NOR supra, p. 25. 
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the story of Abraham and his two sons (Galatians 4: 22) and 
adapting it to express baptismal doctrine : ‘“‘ And so the Church 
begets both through her own womb and through the womb of 
her handmaidens, from the same sacraments, as from the seed 
of her husband.’”® But, he concludes, those begotten in schism 
must return to the Church for salvation, just as Agar the hand-. 
maid humbled herself and returned to her mistress (Genesis. 
16: 9). And he goes on to answer St. Cyprian directly : 


It cannot be said that “‘ the water is adulterous in baptism by 
heretics’ (St. Cyprian), for a creature which God made is not 
bad, nor are the words of the Gospel to be condemned when used__ 
by any of those gone astray. Rather is their straying to be con- 
demned.*? 


Elsewhere when St. Augustine speaks of baptism, we find 
him bringing in references to Mother Church, showing he is. 
adhering to the African tradition of Mater Ecclesia. Thus he 
tells the candidates for baptism, ‘‘ We had a father and a mother 
on earth that we should be born to toil and death ; we have found 
other parents, God the Father and Mother Church, of whom 
we are born unto eternal life.’”*° St. Didymus in the East, who 
was, broadly speaking, a contemporary of St. Augustine, had 
already contrasted human and spiritual parentage,‘ but it is 
significant. that whereas they both state that baptism gives us 
God for father, the Eastern writer states that it gives us the font 


“he Augustine, De baptismo contra Donatistas 1: 10 (CSEL 51: 160 Pet- 
schenig) : ‘‘ Ergo ipsa generat et per uterum suum et per uteros ancillarum 
ex eisdem sacramentis tamquam ex viri sui semine.” 

ae Augustine, De baptismo contra Donatistas 4: 17 (CSEL 51: 251 Pet- 
schenig) : ‘‘ Nec adultera est aqua in baptismo haereticorum, quia nec ipsa 
creatura quam Deus condidit mala nec verba evangelica in quibuslibet er- 
rantibus reprehendenda sunt, sed error illorum in quo adultera est anima, 
etsi a legitimo viro sacramenti habeat ornamentum.” 

Augustine, Sermones 57, De oratione dominica ad competentes (ML 38: 
387) : ‘‘ Habemus patrem et matrem in terra, ut nasceremur ad labores et 
mortem : invenimus alios parentes, Deum Patrem et Matrem Ecclesiam, a 
quibus nascamur ad vitam aeternam.” Cf. Sermones 121, 216 (ML 38: 680, 
1081). 

Oe. supra, p. 21. 
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for mother while St. Augustine states it gives us the Church for 
mother. 

It is as sons of Mother Church that St. Augustine commonly 
thinks of the newly baptized. Thus in a sermon he addresses them: 
“‘ Hear us, O new-born sons of the chaste Mother. Hear us, sons 
of the virgin Mother.’’” And in another sermon : ‘‘ Behold them : 
at whatever age they be in the flesh you see them as infants : 
See and be glad. Behold them: ‘ who are born of God’ (Jobn 
1: 13). The Mother’s womb was the water of baptism.’’? 

Noteworthy in connection with the symbolism of the font is 
St. Augustine’s teaching that the catechumens as such are con- 
ceived in the womb of the Church, though they will not be born 
until they actually receive baptism : 


‘Our Father who art in heaven.’ This shows you are beginning 
to have God for father. And you will have Him when you are 
born. However, even now before you are born, you have been 
conceived of His seed, for you are about to be brought forth in 
the font, the womb of the Church. 


Another African writer specifies how this conceiving of the cate- 
chumens takes place. He is St. Quodvultdeus, bishop of Carthage 
in the fifth century, and a friend of St. Augustine. “ You have 
not yet been born again by sacred baptism,” he tells the catechu- 
mens, ‘‘ but you have been conceived in the womb of the Church 


by the sign of the cross.” 
ba Augustine, Sermones 223, In vigilits paschae (ML 38: 1092): ‘‘ Audite 
ergo nos, O novelli filii castae matris : imo audite nos, filii virginis matris.”’ 

43° Augustine, Sermones 119 (ML 38: 674): “ ‘Ex Deo nati sunt’ (Jo. 1: 
13). Ecce sunt, in quacumque sint aetate carnis : videtis infantes : videte et 
gaudete. Ecce sunt : sed ex Deo nati sunt. Vulva matris, aqua baptismatis.” 

Augustine, Sermones 56, De oratione dominica ad competentes (ML 38: 
379) : “... Pater noster, qui es in caelis. Ubi vos (videtis) Deum Patrem 
habere coepistis. Sed habebitis, cum nati fueritis. Quanquam et modo ante- 
quam nascamini, illius semine concepti estis, tanquam utero Ecclesiae in fonte. 
pariendi.” 

ay Quodvultdeus, De symbolo ad catechumenos 1 (ML 40: 637) : “ Nondum. 
quidem adhue per sacrum baptismum renati estis, sed per crucis signum in 
utero sanctae matris Ecclesiae jam concepti estis.’? G. Morin, “‘ Pour une fu- 
ture édition des opuscules de S. Quodvultdeus, évéque de Carthage au Ve 
siecle,’ RB 31 (1914) 156-162. 
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The same writer associates baptism with the virginity of the 
Church : : 


He who brought His Mother fruitfulness did not take away her 
integrity. What He conferred upon His Mother, the same He 
gave to His spouse. And therefore Holy Church, herself a virgin 
and espoused to Him who is virginal, daily brings forth His mem- 
bers (by baptism) and is a virgin. 


Through baptism, St. Quodvultdeus continues, the Church will 


joyfully bring forth joyful children, ‘‘ because she is not bound 


by the sentence of Eve who bears children in pain and sorrow. *! 


The woman described in the Apocalypse (12: 4) signifies the Virgin 
Mary who virginally brought forth our virginal Head : quae caput 
nostrum integra integrum peperit. And Mary is a figure of the 
Church who continually brings forth Christ’s members without 
losing her virginity.*® 

a Quodvultdeus, Ad catechumenos sermo alius 4 (ML 40: 656) : “ Quis est 
qui haec operatus est, nisi virginis filius et virginum sponsus? qui attulit 
matri fecunditatem, sed non abstulit integritatem. Quod contulit matri suae, 
hoe donavit et sponsae suae. Denique sancta Ecclesia quae illi integro integra 
conjuncta est, quotidie parit membra ejus, et virgo est.” 

v Quodvultdeus, Ad catechumenos sermo alius 1 (ZL 40: 659) : “ Dum per 
sacratissimum crucis signum vos suscepit in utero sancta mater Ecclesia, quae 
sicut et fratres vestros cum summa laetitia spiritaliter pariet, nova proles 
futura tantae matris, quousque per lavacrum sanctum regeneratos verae luci 
restituat, congruis alimentis eos quos portat pascat in utero, et ad diem partus 
sui laetos laeta perducat : quoniam non tenetur haec sententia Evae, quae in 
tristitia et gemitu parit filios, nec ipsos gaudentes, sed potius flentes. Haec 
solvit quod illa ligaverat, ut prolem quam per inobedientiam sui morti donavit 
haec per obedientiam restituat vitae. Omnia sacramenta quae acta sunt et 
aguntur in vobis per ministerium servorum Dei, exorcismis, orationibus, can- 
ticis spiritualibus, insufflationibus, cilicio, inclinatione cervicum, humilitate 
pedum, pavor ipse omni securitate appetendus ; haec omnia, ut dixi, escae 
sunt, quae vos reficiunt in utero, ut renatos ex baptismo hilares vos mater 
exhibeat Christo.” This passage is in the Roman Breviary as a lesson for the 
Vigil of Pentecost. 

ca Quodvultdeus, Ad catechumenos sermo alius 1 (ML 40: 661) : ‘“ Draco- 
nem diabolum esse, nullus vestrum ignorat. Mulierem illam virginem Mariam 
significasse, quae caput nostrum integra integrum peperit, quae etiam ipsa 
figuram in se sanctae Ecclesiae demonstravit : ut quomodo filium pariens 
virgo permansit, ita et haec omni tempore membra ejus pariat, virginitatem 
non amittat.” 
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The reference to the pure Virgin bringing forth the pure Christ, 
integra integrum peperit, seems to be an echo of St. Irenaeus : 
purus pure puram aperiens vulvam eam quae regenerat homines in 
Deum, quam ipse puram fecit. 

St. Zeno can be assigned to a place among the African writers, 
for although he was bishop of Verona in northern Italy (362-372), 
he was probably an African by birth and shows strong African 
influences. In his baptismal writings he too uses themes that had 
by now become conventional. One of his several short pieces en- 


- titled Prefaces or Invitations to the Font can be quoted entire. 


Quid statis genere, aetate, sexu, 
econditione diversi, mox unum 
futuri? Fontanum semper vir- 
ginis Matris dulcem ad_ ute- 
rum convolate ; ibidemque vos 
vestra nobilitate fide, scientes 
quoniam quantum quis credi- 
derit, tantum beatitudinis et 
habebit. O admirabilis et vere 
divina sacrosancta gignatio ! In 
qua quae parturit non gemit ; 
qui renascitur plorare non no- 
vit. Haec renovatio, haec re- 
surrectio, haec vita aeterna. 
Haec est Mater omnium, quae 
nos adunatos, ex omni gente et 
natione ~collectos, unum post- 
modum efficit corpus.°° 


Why do you tarry, you who 
differ in class, age, sex, and con- 
dition, you who are soon to be 
made one’? Hasten to the font, 
to the sweet womb of your 
ever-virgin Mother. There en- 
noble yourselves with your faith, 
knowing that the greater your 
belief, the greater will be your 
happiness. O wondrous and 
truly divine and sacred birth ! 
Here she who brings forth does. 
not groan ; he who is reborn. 
does not cry ! Here is renova- 
tion, here resurrection, here 
eternal life. Here is the Mo- 
ther of all who unites us and 
gathers us from every race and 
nation and makes us one body 
(Galatians 3: 28). 


In another passage St. Zeno again draws a contrast between 
the laws of human childbirth with the mother’s pains and the 
child’s cries, and, on the other hand, the rebirth from the font in 


iy Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 4: 55: 2 (Harvey 2: 266) : ““quoniam Ver- 
bum caro erit, et Filius Dei Filius Hominis ; (purus pure puram aperiens vul- 
vam eam quae regenerat homines in Deum, quam ipse puram fecit).” Cf. 


supra, p. 17. 


50 Zeno of Verona, Tractatus 2: 33, Invitatio ad fontem (Giuliari 235). 
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which Mother Church in gladness gives birth to joyful children.*! 
This passage, together with St. Zeno’s previous reference to the 
font as the womb of the ever-virgin Mother Church, suggests 
that in his mind the Church is a parallel to Mary, and baptism a 
parallel to Christ’s birth. This interpretation is confirmed by a 
passage in a sermon on the Nativity : 

“Mary gave birth not in pain, but in joy”: Parturit Maria 
non dolore sed gaudio.” Thus St. Zeno implies an analogy between 
baptism and Christ’s birth, and does so by making the same allu- 
sions as did his Eastern contemporary, St. Ephrem.*® But, in 
contrast to St. Zeno’s approach, the Syrian doctor did not mention 
Mother Church in his context. 

The oneness that the font creates among the baptized receives 
special emphasis in St. Zeno. The baptized, who previously 
differed in age and nation, now emerge from the font as brothers 
and equals. Qui eratis aetate diversi, diversi natione, subito ger- 
mani fratres, subito unageniti emersisti infantes.-* Lest Mother 
Church “‘ seem to love one more than another ”’ she gives them all 
the one birth, the one milk, the one stipend, the one dignity of 
the Holy Ghost.°? Another consideration is the innumerable 
offspring of Mother Church. ‘‘ Hasten to your Mother,” he urges 
in one of the Invitations to the Font, ‘‘ she suffers no labor even 
when she gives birth to a countless throng ”’ : Ultro currite ad Ma- 
trem quae tunc non laborat si quos parit numerare non possit.”® 


ae Zeno, Tractatus 2: 30, Invitatio ad fontem (Giuliari 232): ‘ Jam mater 
nostra adoptat, ut pariat : sed non ea lege, qua vos matres vestrae pepere- 
runt, quae et ipsae partus dolore gementes, et vos plorantes, sordidos, pannis 
sordidis alligatos, huic mundo deditiosos intulerunt ; sed laeta gaudentes, 
coelestis, libera peccatis omnibus absolutos, non foetidis cunis, sed suave redo- 
Jentibus sacri altaris feliciter enutritura cancellis. ”’ 

5 Zeno, Tractatus 2: 9, De nativitate Domini (Giuliari 165). 

ay @ 5 supra, p. 20. 

°t Zeno, Tractatus 2: 38, Ad neophytos, (Giuliari 241). 

- Zeno, Tractatus 2:42, Ad neophytos (Giuliari 251): ‘ Ne quid adulterum 
pariat, ac ne quem plus amare videatur, aut minus, unam nativitatem, unum 
lac, unum stipendium, unam Spiritus sancti praestat omnibus dignitatem.” 

a6 Zeno, T'ractatus 2: 32, Invitatio ad fontem (Giuliari 234). 
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With St. Ambrose, bishop of Milan, also in northern Italy 
(339-397), we find a similar associating of baptism with the virginal 
motherhood of the Church. In his treatise On Virginity he writes : 


The Church is immaculate in intercourse, fruitful in childbirth, a 
virgin in chastity, a mother in offspring. She gives us birth as a 
virgin, not bearing through a husband but through the Holy 
Spirit. She brings us forth not accompanied by pain of body but 
by joy of angels.... What married person has more children 
than Holy Church, who is a virgin in her sacraments and a mo- 
ther in her peoples... .*” 


And in his commentary on St. Luke’s gospel : 


Rightly is Mary called espoused though a virgin (Luke 1: 27) be- 
cause she is a type of the Church who is immaculate though wed- 
- ded, who as a virgin conceives us of the Spirit, who as a virgin 
gives us birth without groaning.*® 


But St. Ambrose’s most direct statement is found in the con- 
cluding lines of his De mysteriis, addressed to the newly baptized : 


And so having received all these benefits, let us realize that we 
have been regenerated, and let us not say: ‘How can we be regene- 
rated ? did we enter our mother’s womb to be born again? I do 
not see the law of nature.’ But there is no order of nature here 
where the excellence of grace is. And then it is not always the law 
of nature that produces generation : we confess that Christ the 
Lord is begotten of a virgin and we put aside the order of nature. 
For Mary did not conceive of man but conceived in her womb of 
the Holy Spirit ... If therefore the Holy Spirit came down upon 
Mary and produced conception and fulfilled the function of gene- 


57 Ambrose, De virginibus 1:6 (ML 16: 197) : “ Sic sancta Ecclesia immacu- 
lata coitu, fecunda partu, virgo est castitate, mater est prole. Parturit itaque 
nos virgo non viro plena, sed Spiritu. Parit nos virgo non cum dolore mem- 
brorum, sed cum gaudiis angelorum. Nutrit nos virgo non corporis lacte, sed 
Apostoli, quo infirmam adhuc crescentis populi lactavit aetatem. Quae igitur 
nupta plures liberos habet quam sancta Hcclesia, quae virgo est sacramentis, 
mater est populis .. 

58 Ambrose, Expositio evangelii secundum Lucan 2:7 (CSEL 32: 45 Schenk!): 
‘“‘ Bene desponsata, sed virgo, quae est ecclesiae typus, quae est inmaculata, 
sed nupta. Concepit nos virgo de Spiritu, parit nos virgo sine gemitu.”’ 


” 


4 


34 The Symbolism of the Baptismal Font 


ration, it certainly should not be doubtful that when He comes 
down upon the font or upon those who receive baptism He pro- 
duces a true generation.*® 


Similar doctrine and expressions were also current in Spain at 
that time, as may be gathered from the writings of St. Pacianus, 
bishop of Barcelona (died before 392). The Church is shown as 
spouse, virgin, and mother. She is the mother of countless off- 
spring filling the whole world : proles innumera qua totus orbis 
impletur.°° St. Pacianus, however, gives a broader picture than 
previous writers, and also adds new details. He teaches that the 
espousals of Christ and the Church took place in the Incarnation. 
From these espousals the Christian people is born through the des- 
cent of the Holy Spirit. With the downpouring and mingling of 
the heavenly seed upon the substance of our souls, we grow in the 
womb of the Church till we are born and made alive in Christ. 
Thus Christ begets in the Church through His priests. The seed 
of Christ, that is the Holy Spirit, has the new man conceived 
in the womb of the Church, brought forth in the birth of the 
font, and delivered by the hands of the priests ; meanwhile faith 
had been the bridal attendant.” 


i Ambrose, De mysteriis 9: 59 (FP 7: 1386 Quasten) : ‘‘ Unde adepti omnia, 
sciamus regeneratos nos esse nec dicamus : Quomodo regenerati sumus? 
Numqaquid in ventrem matris nostrae introivimus et renati sumus? Non 
agnosco usum naturae ; sed nullus hic naturae ordo, ubi excellentia gratiae 
est. Denique non semper usus naturae generationem facit : generatum ex 
virgine Christum dominum confitemur et naturae ordinem denegamus. Non 
enim ex viro Maria concepit, sed de Spiritu sancto in utero accepit, ut dicit 
Matthaeus : Quia inventa est in utero habens de Spiritu sancto. Si ergo su- 
perveniens Spiritus sanctus in virginem conceptionem operatus est et gene- 
rationis munus implevit, non utique dubitandum est, quod superveniens in 
fontem vel super eos, qui baptismum consecuntur, veritatem generationis 
operetur.”’ 

60 Pacianus of Barcelona, Epistulae 3: 4 (ML 13: 1066). 

61 Pacianus, Sermo de baptismo 6 (ML 13: 1093): “... Christus et Eccle- 
sia. Ex his nuptiis Christiana plebs nascitur, veniente desuper Spiritu Domini; 
nostrarumque animarum substantiae, superfuso et admixto protinus semente 
coelesti, visceribus matris inolescimus, alvoque ejus effusi vivificamur in 
Christo. Unde Apostolus : Primus Adam, in animam viventem : novissimus 
Adam, in spiritum vivificantem. Sic generat Christus in Ecclesia per suos 
sacerdotes, ut idem Apostolus : Christo autem ego vos genui. Atque ita Christi 
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At the end of this review of Western authors, we turn to Rome 
and examine the sermons of St. Leo the Great. Here we find the 
essential thought of previous writers finding expression in Leo's 
rhythmic prose. Basic to his baptismal doctrine is the analogy 


between baptism and Christ’s birth : 


Cujus spiritalem originem in 
regeneratione quisque consequi- 
tur ; et omni homini renascenti 
aqua baptismatis instar est 
uteri virginalis, eodem Spiritu 
sancto replente fontem, qui re- 
plevit et virginem ; ut pecca- 
tum quod ibi vacuavit sacra 
conceptio, hic mystica tollat 
ablutio.™ 


Originem quam sumpsit in ute- 
ro virginis posuit in fonte bap- 
tismatis ; dedit aquae, quod 
dedit matri ; virtus enim Al- 
tissimi et obumbratio Spiritus 
sancti, quae fecit ut Maria 
pareret Salvatorem, eadem fa- 
cit ut regeneret unda creden- 
tem.°? 


It is His spiritual birth that 
each one acquires in regenera- 
tion. To every one that is re- 
born the water of baptism is: 
like the Virgin’s womb. The 
same Holy Spirit fills the font 
as filled the Virgin, so that the 
sin which was nullified there by 
that sacred conception may be 
removed here by the mystic 
washing. 


He placed in the font of bap~ 
tism the origin He took in the 
Virgin’s womb. He gave the 
water what He gave His Mo- 
ther. The power of the Most 
High and the overshadowing 
of the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:3), 
which had Mary bring forth 
the Saviour, also has the water 
give rebirth to the believer. 


This emphasis upon the font without mention of the Church 
is not unlike the Eastern tradition. But when St. Leo describes 
the role of the Church he clearly shows that he is a follower of the 
Western conception which relates baptism to the Church as the 
womb to the mother : 


He Himself, born of the Holy Spirit from a Virgin Mother, makes 
fruitful the undefiled Church through the action of the same Spirit, 


semen, id est Dei Spiritus, novum hominem alvo matris agitatum, et partu: 
fontis exceptum, manibus sacerdotis effundit, fide tamen pronuba.”’ 

62 Teo the Great, Sermones 24, In nativitatem Domini (ML 54: 206). 

_ Leo, Sermones 25, In nativitate Domini (ML 54: 211). 
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so that through the birth of baptism a countless multitude of sons 

-are born to God, of whom it is said : Who are born not of blood, 
‘nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God 
(John 1: 13).% 


The same theological concepts expressed in similar language 
“will reappear in the Lateran baptistery inscription (Rome), and in 
the formula for the blessing of the font in the Roman Missal. 


—_——— 


64 Teo, Sermones 68, De passione Domini (M L 54: 356) : ‘‘ Ipse est qui de 
Spiritu sancto ex matre editus virgine incontaminatam Ecclesiam suam ea- 
dem inspiratione fecundat, ut per baptismatis partum innumerabilis filiorum 
Dei multitudo gignatur, de quibus dicitur : Qui non ex sanguinibus, neque 
ex voluntate carnis, neque ex voluntate viri, sed ex Deo nati sunt.” 


CHAPTER IV 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL REMAINS AND ANCIENT INSCRIPTIONS 


Archaeologists have discovered a number of cross-shaped 
baptismal fonts that belonged to Christian antiquity. The earli- 
est! of these cruciform fonts seems to be the one which belonged 
to the basilica at Tyre on the Mediterranean. The church was de- 
dicated around the year 316,” and the sermon for the occasion 
was given by Eusebius of Caesarea who reproduces the full text 
of it in his Ecclesiastical History.’ The font was uncovered during 
the course of explorations made in the ruins of the basilica in 1845 
and 1847. It is of marble, fashioned so that it forms a cross-shaped 
pool for the water. At opposite ends, that is, in two of the arms 
of the cross, there are steps to allow going down into the water 
from one side and coming up from the other.* 

The question arises as to the precise signification of the cruci- 
form font. Essentially it is an expression of the doctrine that 
baptism is a dying together with Christ and a rising again with 
Him. By its shape the font was a reminder of Christ’s death and 
crucifixion. Immersion into it was a dramatic way of proclaiming 


! H. Leclercq, ‘ Baptistére,” DACL 2: 486. 

a Palangue, ‘‘ La paix constantinienne”’ in Fliche-Martin, Hzstozre 
de lV Eglise 3 (1947) 25. wy 

: Eusebius, Hzstorta ecclesiastica 10: 4: 12-72 (GCS Eusebius 2: 862-883 
Schwartz ; LCL Eusebius 2: 398-444 Oulton-Lawlor). 

4H Leclercq, ‘‘ Baptistére,’”’ DACL 2: 435 fig. 1846, reproduced from S.N. 
Sepp, Meerfahrt nach Tyrus zur Ausgrabung der Kathedrale mit Barbarossa 
Grab (Leipzig, 1879) 259. Cf. W. N. Cote, The Archaeology of Baptism (London, 
1876) 325, quoting an unidentified Dr. Fish: ‘‘ Professor Sepp received us 


very cordially. ... He said, ‘ Here is the old baptistery,’ as we stood beside 
a marble structure, close to the wall, evidently as old as the church and an 
original part of it. ... It is of white mable, in the shape of a cross. There 


are four steps at either end leading down into it, and a hole is seen on the level 
of the floor for letting out the water. The extreme length, inside, is five feet 
six inches. The depth is three feet. The width three feet and seven inches.” 


3” 
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that baptism meant being ‘‘ planted together in the likeness of 
His death ” (Romans 6: 5). The association of the cross and bap- 
tism reminds us of statements we met in the Fathers. St. John 
Chrysostom said : ‘‘ Baptism is a cross ; what the cross was to 
Christ and what His burial was, that baptism was to us.’” St. Am- 
brose likewise : ‘‘ When you are immersed, you receive a likeness 
of death and burial ; you receive the sacrament of His cross.’ 
We have here the obvious meaning of the cruciform font, and its 
adoption in various countries and centuries is to be interpreted 
basically in terms of baptism as a death and resurrection in union 
with Christ, as taught by St. Paul. 3 

It is permissible, however, to examine the related data for, 
possibly, some special emphasis or significance in the cruciform 
font, or, more precisely, in the cruciform font as it first comes to 
our notice at Tyre in the fourth century. There are two possible 
sources that may throw light on the matter. One is the special 
meaning of the cruciform plan used for churches at that time— 
which special meaning is known to us from contemporary evidence. 
It is worthy investigating whether or not a similar meaning was 
intended to be given to the cruciform font. The other possible 
source of light is the sermon which Husebius preached at the dedi- 
cation of the basilica. 

The cruciform plan for a church building seems to have been 
introduced at this time.’ It is at least certain that the fourth 
century attached a special meaning to the cross-shaped building. 
This much is made plain from an inscription composed, it is said, 
by St. Ambrose, and at any rate written for the church of the Apos- 
tles in Milan which St. Ambrose rebuilt around 395, and which was 
in the shape of a cross. The first lines read : : 


° Cf. supra, p. 10. 

te supra, p. 15. 

7 With regard to Asia Minor, ‘‘ dés le [Ve siécle, l’église en forme de croix, 
batie sur plan octogonal et couronnée d’une coupole & tambour, était une 
disposition tout 4 fait usuelle et courante.’”’ H. Leclercq, ‘‘ Eglises,’”’ DACL 
4: 2320. On the octogonal plan as a symbol of the resurrection, cf. F. J. Doelger, 
“Zur Symbolik des altchristlichen Taufhauses,’’ AC 4 (1984) 153-187. On 
fourth-century cruciform churches in the West, cf. H. Leclercq, ‘‘ Milan,” 
DACL 11: 1060. 


ee 
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Condidit Ambrosius templum, Dominoque  sacravit 
Nomine Apostolico, munere, reliquiis. 


Forma crucis templum est, templum victoria Christi, 
Sacra triumphalis signat imago locum.® 


Here it is made clear that the cruciform plan commemorates the 
victory of Christ ; the cross is described as the triumphal image. 
In architecture, then, the cross-shaped plan evoked primarily 
Christ’s victory, not, as the cross does today, Christ’s death or 
simply the Christian religion. 

It seems possible to go a step further and equate the idea of 
victory, in reference to the cruciform church building, with that of 
resurrection. This may be inferred from the idea which inspired 
the church of the Apostles which Constantine built in Constan- 
tinople around the year 337. It was “ divided in the four parts 
of the arms of a cross.’”? The Emperor built it to be his mauso- 
leum, and intended his own tomb to be placed in the centre of it 
under the dome.’® This was certainly in imitation of the church 
of the Resurrection, the Anastasis, which he had built over the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. In both churches the tomb was 
to be in the centre, under the dome, and surrounded by twelve 
pillars representing the twelve apostles.'’ Constantine built 
the church in Jerusalem to mark the site of the resurrection of 
Christ and even called the building ‘‘ the Resurrection” ; it 
seems a warranted inference that he wished the church in Con- 
stantinople likewise to symbolize resurrection, particularly his 
own resurrection, and that he built it in the shape of a cross for 
that reason. Apparently in Constantine’s mind his military 
victory and the labarum were the counterparts of Christ’s re- 


8 Landulfus the Elder, Historia Mediolanensis 1: 7 (MGH Scriptores 8: 32 
Pertz). St. Ambrose had the body of the martyr St. Nazarius transferred to 
the re-built church which was afterwards known by the latter’s name. The 
present-day church of St. Nazarius, built in the eleventh century, retains the 
cruciform plan of the original which it replaced. H. Lecleregq, ‘‘ Milan,’’ DACL 
11: 1057-1060; fig. 8064. 

Gregory of Nazianzus, Carmina 2: 1: 16, Somnium de Anastasiae ecclesra 
60 (MG 37: 1258). 
10 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 4: 60 (GCS Eusebius 1: 141 Heikel). 
11 Cf, W. Lowrie, Art in the Early Church (New York, 1947) 130. 
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surrection and the cross. If this is correct, then the explanation 
of the cross-planned church as meaning the victory of Christ can 
be made more specific and be said to symbolize the resurrection 
of Christ. Might it not be possible that the cross-shaped bap- 
tismal font was intended to convey a special accent on the re- 
surrection aspect of baptism? The possibility can be kept in 
mind as the second possible source of light, the sermon of Euse- 
bius, is examined. 

The basilica at Tyre was dedicated around 316, that is, within 

five years of the so-called Edict of Milan which granted the 
Church civic liberty after a long period of persecution. Euse- 
bius built his dedication sermon around the theme of resurrec- 
tion. Christianity’s recent triumph, the rebuilding of the cathe- 
dral, and the erecting of the baptistery, are all associated in the 
sermon as types of the resurrection and final glorification in bea- 
ven of Christ’s bride the Church. The bishop of Tyre “ did not 
overlook the dead body,” that is the ruins of the former church, 
“but ... invoking the only One that gives life to the dead as 
his ally and fellow-worker, he raised her that was fallen.” 
Similarly Eusebius points out the significance of the new bap- 
tistery and its dependencies : 
These were erected ... for those who still needed purification 
and sprinkling by water and the Holy Spirit ... For it was neces- 
sary and fitting that as her shepherd and Lord had once tasted 
death for her, and after His sufferings had changed that body of 
vileness which He had assumed in her behalf into a radiant and 
glorious body ... she too should enjoy the dispensations of the 
Saviour./® 


ie Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 10: 4: 86 (GCS Eusebius 2: 873 Schwartz): 
ob wapiioy ro wr@pa vexpov, TWpwTLOTA WavTwy TapakA\noeow Kat AaTats thew Tov 
TATEPA PETA THS KOLVAS HuaGv ardvrov duoypoobyyns KaTaoTHTApEVOS Kal TOY LOVvOY VEKPY 
Sworodpy abypaxov rapadaBav kal auvepyov, tiv wecovoay éknyepev ... 

é Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 10: 4: 45-46. (GCS Eusebius 2: 876 
Schwartz): @ kai aira rots Ere xabdpoews Kai wepippartnpiwy Tar did bdaros Kai 
aylov mvebparos &yxpntovow 6 elpnrikwraros nudy Zordopwvr 6 Tov vewv Tov Beod 
Seypdpevos arepyédtero... ee yap Kal dKkddovfoy iv Tov mowmévos abrijs kal 
deoxdbrov drat tov drip abriis Oavarov karadetapevoy Kal pera 76 WhO0s, 6 xapuv abris 
puréy évedboaro c&ua éxi Td Aaprpor kai Evdotov peraBeBAnKéros abrny Te OapKa THY 
AvWeloay EK POopas eis AGOapciay &yaydvTos Kal THVSE dGpolws TGV TOU GwTipos oiKkovomLav 
éexalpacba. 


PLATE I 


BAPTISMAL Font 
Constantinian period, Meninx, Africa 
Musée du Bardo, Tunis 
(Photo Boissonnas, Geneva) 


BaprisMAL Font 
6th or 7th cent., Sbaita, Palestine 
(Crowfoot) 
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‘At first sight it seems remarkable that Eusebius should have 
spoken of the baptistery at all; he did so because it fitted in 
well with his general theme of resurrection. He merely had to 
indicate that the triumphant resurrection he was speaking about 
has its inception in baptism. And the baptistery he referred to 
contained, as we now know, a cruciform font. That was just at 
the time, after Constantine’s victory, when the cross was being 
everywhere hailed as the emblem of victory." 

Eusebius was not the builder of the cruciform font at Tyre, 
but he may have been its interpreter. The cruciform plan in 
church buildings at that period symbolized the triumph, or more 
_ Specifically, the resurrection of Christ. The same plan used for 
the font at Tyre may have conveyed emphasis upon the doctrine 
that baptism is a mystical resurrection with Christ. 

Thus the cruciform font of the Constantinian period may owe 
its origin to the habit of associating Constantine’s victory and 
the labarum with Christ’s resurrection and the cross. (Kuse- 
bius’s sermon is an example of this association.) But there is no 
reason for thinking that the cruciform fonts used in the fifth 
century and later carried any special emphasis upon the resur- 
rection aspect of baptism. They were intended simply to convey 
the idea that baptism is ‘‘into the death of Christ,” with the 
immersion recalling His death, and the emersion His resurrec- 
tion. | 

The cruciform font at Tyre was not to be unique. Archaeolo- 
gists have reported finding other cross-shaped fonts in Pales- 
tine, Africa,!® Majorca,” Spain,'® Gaul,!® and Dalmatia.” St. 


Cha Es Leclercg, “ Croix et crucifix,” DACL 3: 3045-3131 especially 
3062-3068. ? 

NN good example is the one found at Sbaita (sixth or seventh century). 
J. W. Crowfoot, Early Churches in Palestine (SLBA 30; London, 1941) pl. 
IVa. See Plate I (Reproduced by permission). 

16 From the basilica (Constantinian period) on the Island of Djerba, the 
ancient Meninx. P. Glauckler, Basiliques chrétiennes de Tunisie (Paris, 1913) 
pl. XXXII, reproduced DACL 12: 180, fig. 8479. Cf. also DACL 1: 701, fig. 
142; DACL 11: 417, fig. 7987; G. de Plinval, R. Pitter, Histoire ilustrée de 
lV Eglise (Geneva-Paris, 1946) 1: 75 illustration. The font is now in the Musée 
du Bardo, Tunis. See Plate I. 
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‘Gregory of Tours (died 594) describes a cruciform font which 
was in use in Lusitania and was already ancient in his day : 
Piscina ... antiquitus sculpta et ex marmore vario in modum crucis 
miro composita opere.”| 


Cruciform fonts are among those of several shapes shown in 
miniatures on a single page in a Byzantine manuscript, Parisinus 
graecus 510, containing the sermons of St. Gregory of Nazian- 
gus.” This codex, which is now in the Bibliothéque Nationale 
in Paris, originally came from the imperial court at Constanti- 
nople. It belongs to the ninth century, but its illustrations appear 
to follow sixth-century models.2> A panel at the top of the page 
shows Christ commanding His apostles to teach and baptize 
all nations. The rest of the page is divided into twelve scenes, 
all identical but for variations of detail. Each one shows an apostle 
immersing a neophyte into a font while a figure stands nearby, 
clad in white garments. In keeping with the “ all nations ” theme, 
the last scene shows a Negro being baptized. The illustrator 
avoided monotony by varying the details in the different scenes. 


™ From the basilica of San Pareto, near Manacor (sixth century). DACL 
13: 941, 945, fig. 9532, 9537, reproduced from Annuart dell Institut d estudis 
erie 6 (1923) 738, fig. 616, 617. 

a At Burguillos (seventh century). V. Lamperez, Historia de la arquitec- 
tura cristiana espanola en la edad media (Madrid, 1908) 1: 170, fig. 79, repro- 
duced DACL 5: 454, fig. 4178. 

® At Concevreux (fourth or fifth century). J. Corblet, Histoire dogmatique, 
luturgique et archéologique du sacrement du baptéme (Paris, 1881-1882) 2: 119, 
with illustration, referring to E. Fleury, Antiquités et monuments du départe- 
ment de l Aisne 2: 271. 

20 From the basilica of Salona (Split, Jugo-Slavia), early fifth century. 
F. J. Doelger, ‘‘ Die Firmung in den Denkmaelern des christlichen Altertums,”’ 
RQ 19 (1905) 29, illustration. Cf. DACL 3: 2549, fig. 3209; DACL 4: 85, 
fig. 3256. 

ee Gregory of Tours, De gloria martyrum 23 (MGH Scriptores rerum morov. 
1: 501 Krusch). The same writer uses almost identical terms to describe a 
cruciform church : ‘“ totum aedificium in modum crucis habetur expositum.” 
zeore Francorum 2: 16. 

mag @ Omont, Fac-similés des miniatures des plus anciens manuscrits grecs 
de is Bibliotheque nationale du VIe au XIe siecle (Paris, 1902) 30 and pl. LVI. 

23H, Leclercq, “‘ Grégoire de Nazianze,’”’ DACL 6: 1671. 


PLATE II 


MISSION OF THE APOSTLES 
‘“‘ Going therefore, teach ye all nations, baptizing them ” 
Miniature, 9th cent., Constantinople ; Bibliotheque nationale 
(Omont) 


dazILdVad ONIAG (Z) GNV ‘NUWOHODLVO V AGVW ONIM| (T) 
SAZNVIZVN JO AMODANY “IG dO UAHLVA AH, 


HI GALV Td 


Archaeological Remains and Inscriptions 43 


Thus the fonts are round, square, ee with round corners 
(clover-leaf), cruciform with square corners” (Plate IT). 

Another miniature in the same manuscript illustrates the ser- 
mon delivered by St. Gregory upon the death of his father.?° 
It shows incidents in the latter’s conversion, and the last scene 
is the baptism. The bishop has his hand on the convert’s head, 
who is well immersed in a large font built in the shape of a cross. 
The font is surrounded by the halo of light which, as St. Gregory 
related, appeared at the moment of his father’s baptism: gaa 
is noteworthy that the illustrator, who elsewhere shows fonts 
jn a number of shapes, selected the cruciform font to illustrate 
this incident (Plate ID). 


BAPTISTERY INSCRIPTIONS 


A letter which St. Paulinus, bishop of Nola (409-413) 1 in Italy, 
wrote to his friend Sulpicius Severus, contains the text of an 
inscription which he had composed for the baptistery in the basil- 
ica which the latter had built. It is related to the symbolism of 
the font both as the womb of the Church and as the tomb of 
death and_ resurrection. 


Hic reparandarum generator fons animarum 
Vivum divino lumine flumen agit. 


Sanctus in hunc caelo descendit Spirztus amnem 
Caelestique sacras fonte marifat aquas ; 


Concepit unda Deum sanctamque liquoribus almis 
Edit ab aeterno semine progeniem. 


Mira Dei pietas : peccator mergitur undis, 
Mox eadem emergit justificatus aqua. 


24 Folio 426 verso. 
= Gregory of Nazianzus, Oratzones 18, Funebris oratio in patrem 12-13 
(MG 35: 1000-1001). 

26 Hf. Omont, Fac-similés des miniatures des plus anciens manuscrits grecs 
de la Bibliothtque nationale du VIe au XTe siécle (Paris, 1902) 18; pl. XXX 
In the MS., folio 87 verso. 
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Sic homo et occasu felici functus et ortu 
Terrenis moritur, perpetuis oritur. 


Culpa perit, sed vita redit ; vetus interit Adam, 
Et novus aeternis nascitur imperiis.”! 


Here the font which begets souls to restoration, 
Is by the divine light made a living flood. 


The Holy Spirit comes down from heaven into this stream, 
And in the heavenly font weds the sacred waters. 


The tide conceives God, and from the bounteous waters 
Gives birth to a holy offspring from eternal seed. 


O wondrous compassion of God! The sinner dips in the tide 
And instantly comes up justified by the same water. 


Thus man, undergoing a blessed death and resurrection, 
Dies to earthly things and rises to eternal. 


Guilt is lost but life returns ; the old Adam perishes, 
And the new is born for the eternal kingdom. 


The general doctrine has been met before, but not in terms as 
bold as these: ‘‘ The Holy Spirit ... weds the water. ... The 
tide conceives God and ... brings forth a holy offspring.’”? But 
was St. Paulinus thinking of the font as a mother or as a womb? 
Two lines from another inscription which he wrote for the same 
basilica shows that he followed the general Western tradition 
and thought of the font in relation to Mother Church, that is, 
as the womb of the Church : 


Laeta novos geminis ut mater Ecclesia partus 
Excipiat sinibus, quos aqua protulerit.”° 


That Mother Church should joyfully take to her breasts. 
Her new children that the water will bring forth. 


ny Paulinus, Epistulae 32, Ad Severum (CSEL 29: 279 Hartel). 
ir Paulinus, Epistulae 32, Ad Severum (CSEL 29: 280). 
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PLATE IV 


INSCRIPTION Gens sacranda 


5th cent., baptistery of Lateran Basilica, Rome 
Probably composed by St. Leo the Great 
(Photo Sansaini, Rome) 
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Another fifth-century inscription, composed some twenty or 
thirty years after the one by St. Paulinus, can still be seen today 
in its original position. It is in the baptistery adjoining the La- 
teran Basilica in Rome. Inside the octagonal building there are 
eight pillars standing around the font and supporting beams or 
architraves ; each beam carries two lines of text. ea in its 
proper sequence, the inscription is as follows : 


Gens sacranda polis hic semine nascitur almo, 
Quam fecundatis Spiritus edit aquis. 


Mergere, peccator sacro purgande fluento: 
Quem veterem accipiet, proferet unda novum.. 


Nulla renascentum est. distantia, quos facit unum 
Unus fons, unus Spiritus, una fides. 


Virgineo faetu Genitrix Ecclesia natos, 
Quos spirante Deo concipit, amne parit. 


Insons esse volens isto mundare lavacro, 
Seu patrio premeris crimine seu proprio. 


Fons hic est vitae, qui totum diluit orbem 
Sumens de Christi vulnere principium. 


Caelorum regnum sperate, hoc fonte renati ; 
Non recipit felix vita semel genitos. 


Nec numerus quenquam scelerum nec forma suorum 
Terreat : hoc natus flumine sanctus erit.” 


29 AC 2 (1930) 252 Doelger ; the transcription of the text was verified 
in Rome by J. Quasten who compared it with the original. A description 
of the ancient font itself (since disappeared) is given by the sixteenth-cen- 
tury archaeologist Onofrio Panvinio: “ (baptisterium) in medio habet 
fontem in terra excavatum ad quinque ulnas, totum tabulis lapideis cooper- 
tum praeter pavimentum quod est a calce ; tribus gradibus in id descensus 
est.”’? G. B. Giovenale, Jl Battistero Lateranense nelle recenti indagini della 
Pont. Commissione di Archeologia Sacra (Rome, 1929) 10. 

q 
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A race hallowed for heaven is born here of holy parentage, 
A race the Spirit brings forth from the fruitful waters. 


Dip in the sacred stream, O sinner, and be made clean : 
The water will take thee old and return thee new. 


Amid the reborn no inequality lies : one they are 
By the one font, the one Spirit, the one faith. 


Virginally fruitful is Mother Church : conceived by the Spirit 
Are her sons, and born in this stream. 


Guiltless if thou wilt be, be cleansed in this laver, 
Whether thou bearest Adam’s sin or thine own. 


The fount of life is this, which waters the whole earth, 
The fount that springs from Christ’s wounds. 


The heavenly kingdom is your hope, O ye who are reborn here : 
That blessed life is closed to those not born again. 


Let no one fear at his sins too great or too many : 
Whosoever in this stream is born shall holy be. 


There is some record of the origin of the Lateran inscription ; 
it is given in the Liber Pontificalis, in the part dealing with the 
reign of Sixtus III (432-440): 


He set up in the baptistery of the basilica of Constantine the 
columns which had been collected in the time of Constantine 
Augustus, eight in number and made of prophyry ; and he erected 
them with their architraves and decorated them with verses. *° 


It is known that among the close associates of Pope Sixtus 
was a deacon by the name of Leo, the future Pope St. Leo the 
Great.*! Leo could have drafted the verses for the inscription. 


30 Liber pontificalis (Duchesne 1: 234): “Hic constituit columnas in 
baptisterium basilicae Constantinianae, quas a tempore Constantini Au- 
gusti fuerant congregatas, ex metallo purphyretico numero VIII, quas 
erexit cum epistolis suis et versibus exornavit.” Cf. G. B. Giovanale, ii 
Battisttero Lateranense 6. 

31 Prosper, Chronicon ad ann. 439 (MGH iidiede Ant. 9: 477). Au- 
gustine, Hpistulae 191: 1 (CSEL 57: 163.) 
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When the sermons of Leo are examined for literary parallels this 
possibility comes close to a certitude, as a study by F. J. Doelger 


has shown.®” The ideas are the same and are phrased in the. 


same style. St. Leo’s doctrine of the font as the virginal womb, 
which we noted in a previous chapter, reappears in the Lateran 
inscription. And there are expressions in the inscription which 
closely resemble passages in the sermons of St. Leo, as two 
examples will show : 


Baptisterium Lateranense Sermones S. Leonis 


Virgineo faetu genitrix Eccle- Videt enim (diabolus) de om- 


sta natos, nium hominum genere, in adop- 
Quos spirante Deo concipit, tionis filiorum Dei novos popu- 
amne_ parit. los introduci, et per virgineam 
Insons esse volens isto munda- Ecclesiae fecunditatem, partus 
re lavacro, regenerationis augeri. Videt se 
Seu patrio premeris crimine dominationis suae jure priva- 
seu proprio. tum, a cordibus eorum quos 


possidebat expelli ; eripi sibi 
in utroque sexu millia senum, 
millia juvenum, millia parvulo- 
rum, nec obesse cuiquam vel pro- 
prium vel originale peccatum. . .*° 


Mergere, peccator sacro pur- Quos veteres suscepit sinus 
gande fluento : fontis, eosdem novos edat unda 
Quem veterem accipiet, pro- baptismatis.*4 
feret unda novum. 


The evidence converges to indicate St. Leo almost certainly as 
tbe actual composer of the inscription Gens sacranda which still 
graces the Lateran baptistery today (Plate IV). 


id as Doelger, ‘“‘ Die Inschrift im Baptisterium S. Giovanni in Fonte 
an der Lateranensischen Basilika aus der Zeit Xystus’ III (432-440) und die 
Symbolik des Taufbrunnens bei Leo dem Grossen,” AC 2 (1930) 252-257. 

7, Leo the Great, Sermones 49, De pain (ML 54: 308). 
4 Leo the Great, Sermones 70, De passione Domini (ML 54: 382). 


CHAPLER V 
Ture Two SyYMBOLISMS IN LiturRGICAL UsaGE 


Looking back over this survey of ancient Christian thought, 
and comparing it to its beginnings in Scripture, we can gather 
two conclusions. 

First, it is clear that the symbolism connected with the scrip- 
tural doctrine of death and resurrection, as found in St. Paul’s 
epistles, underwent but little amplification. This could be expect- 
ed, for the doctrine and the symbolism are expressed quite fully 
in the Apostle’s writings. But the symbolism which saw the font 
as a womb or mother became part of a broad synthesis ; it entered 
into that doctrinal development which worked out the analogy 
between the Church and Mary, and came to an understanding 
of the parallel between baptismal regeneration and Christ’s 
birth. 

Secondly, if we compare Eastern and Western writers, we find 
that the Eastern tend, almost without exception,’ to think of 
the font as a womb without indicating it to be the womb of 
the Church, or else they speak of the font as being itself a mother. 
This contrasts with the treatment of the font by Western writers, 
who never say the font is a mother, but uniformly consider it to 
be the womb of Mother Church. In Western thought the Church 
is the mother, and the font is her womb. 

Following the old axiom, lex credendi legem statuit supplicandi, 
the symbolic expressions of the Fathers and ancient writers were 
carried over into liturgical formulas. The same trends are visible 
here. In the liturgy there is little advance beyond St. Paul’s 
teaching of baptism as a burial with Christ for a mystical death 
and resurrection ; Eastern formularies tend to speak of the font 
simply as a mother or a womb; Western liturgical texts refer 


' Methodius is an exception. Cf. supra, p. 19. 


48 


Liturgical Usage 49 


to the font as the womb of the Church. Some examples will 
illustrate this. 


Tus Font as Toms 


The Greek Byzantine order called the Ritual of St. Basil the 
Great, and used by the Melchites,” has this prayer which the 
priest recites standing by the font : 


Turn towards these waters, O Lord, and grant that they who are 
baptized in them may be renewed and may put off the former 
man corrupt by the desire of error, and put on the new man reno- 
vated unto Thy image who didst create him ; that they may be 
planted together in the likeness of the death of Thy Christ through 
baptism and be partakers of His resurrection ; and guarding the 
gift of Thy Spirit and increasing the deposit of Thy grace, may 
receive the graces of heavenly calling, and be numbered with Thy 
firstborn who are enrolled in heaven (Hebrews 12: 23).° 


In the Nestorian ritual the bystanders say this prayer for 
those about to be baptized : 


And we also supplicate with them, and beseech the compassionate 
God on their behalf, to make them fit to become incorruptible 
creatures after the likeness of Christ who is the firstfruits of the 
resurrection of life ... and that He may, through the grace of 
Christ, pour out the efficacy of His gift upon the oil and water 
wherewith the figure of death and resurrection, and of the heavenly 
pledge, is consummated.‘ 


One of these Oriental formulas was to have a very diversified 
history. We meet it first in a Syrian ritual. It is a prayer for the 
blessing of the baptismal water: 


2 Pp. de Puniet, “‘ Baptéme,” DACL 2: 271. Cf. H. Denzinger, Ritus Orien- 
talium, Coptorum, Syrorum et Armenorum in administrandis sacramentis 
1 (Wurzburg, 1863) 318. 

3 Ordo baptismi et confirmationis S. Basilit Magni Syriacus. J. A. Assemani, 
Codex liturgicus Ecclesiae uniersae (Rome, 1749-1766) 2: 140; 3: 199. 
Denzinger, Ritus Orientalium 1: 324. 

4 W.N. Cote, The Archaeology of Baptism (London, 1876) 292. Cf. Ordo 
baptismi et confirmationis Nestorianorum in Assemani, Codex liturgicus 2: 211; 
Denzinger, Ritus Orientalium 1: 366; G. P. Badger, The Nestorians and their 
Rituals (London, 1852) 2: 197. 
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Sed tu Domine universorum, ostende aquas istas, aquas quie- 
tis, 4 aquas laetitiae et exultationis, + aquas mystice designatas 
per mortem et resurrectionem unigeniti Filii tui, % aquas expia- 
tionis, + emundationem immunditiei carnis et spiritus, 4% vincu- 
lorum solutionem, + lapsuum remissionem, 1 animarum illumina- 
tionem, + regenerationis lavacrum, + donum adoptionis filio- 
rum, & vestimentum incorruptibilitatis, % sancte tui Spiritus invo- 
cationem, + aquas omnem maculam animae et corporis eluentes.° 


The prayer next appears, with slight variations, in an Ethio- 
pian baptismal order: 


Imo rogamus te omnes, Domine, ut facias hanc aquam esse 
aquam quietis : Amen. Aquam puram in mundationem : Amen. 
Aquam salutis: Amen. Et ut sit in ablutionem turpitudinis 
animae et corporis: Amen. Aqua in absolutionem et remissionem 
peccatorum : Amen. Lumen animae et corporis : Amen. Ablutio 
in regenerationem : Amen. In vestem tmmaculabilem : Amen. In 
invocationem Spiritus sancti et in fontem vitae: Amen. ... Ap- 
pare Domine super hanc aquam et fac eos mundos qui in ea bap- 
tizantur, ut expellant veterem hominem et turpitudinem fallacis 
voluptatis, et induantur novo homine et renoventur iterum per 
similitudinem creatoris sui : Amen. Fiant participes mortis Christi 
tui per baptismum ejusdem unici Filii tui Jesu Christi : Amen. 
Atque cum eo participes sint resurrectionis ejus et custodiant 
donum Spiritus sancti: Amen.°® 


Then we find it in the Western liturgy. It is contained in the 
Mozarabic Missal of Spain (still used in Toledo), and retains the 
repeated Amen found in the Ethiopian form. It is used for the 
blessing of the font on Holy Saturday. 


Sanctifica fontem hunc: sanctificator generis humani. Amen. 
Fiat locus iste dignus : in quem Spiritus sanctus influat. Amen. 
Sepeliatur hic ille Adam vetus : resurgat novus. Amen. Moriatur 
hic omne quod carnis est : resurgat omne quod est spiritus. Amen. 
Exuantur sordidissimis vitiis et discisis criminibus amictus : ut 


5 Ordo baptismi juzta novam, exactam et accuratam emendationem. Den- 
zinger, Ritus Orientalium 1: 275. Cf. DACL 2:273; J. M. Neale, A History 
of the Holy Eastern Church: General Introduction (London, 1850) 946: ‘ It 
appears of very considerable antiquity.” 

8 Ordo baplismi et confirmationis Alexandrinus ex rituali Aethiopum (Den- 
zinger 1: 228. ) 
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splendoris et immortalitatis tuae sumantur. Amen. Quicumque 
in Christo baptizantur : induant Christum : da eis triumphare 
de mundo. Amen.... 


Lastly, the same formula, but in English garb, appears in the 
Anglican order of baptism (which however omits the consecra- 
tion of the font). In it elements of the Syrian and Ethiopian. 
formulas can still be discerned. 


O Merciful God, grant that the old Adam in this child may be 
so buried, that the new man may be risen up in him. Amen. Grant 
that all carnal affections may die in him, and that all things belong-- 
ing to the Spirit, may Jive and grow in him. Amen. Grant that 
he may have power and strength to have victory, and to triumph 
against the devil, the world, and the flesh. Amen.® 


The symbolism of the tomb, only implied in the above litur-- 
gies, is mentioned explicitly in the Roman Breviary in the Easter’ 
hymn for matins, Rex sempiterne caelitum : 


Qui, natus olim e Virgine, 
Nunc e sepulchro nasceris, 
Tecumque nos a mortuis 
Jubes sepultos surgere. 


Qui, pastor aeternus, gregem 
Aqua lavas baptismatis : 

Haec est lavacrum mentium, 
Haec est sepulchrum criminum.® 


In these liturgical prayers, as in the writings of the Fathers, 
St. Paul’s baptismal doctrine is expounded faithfully, almost 
literally, but with very little amplification or development. of 
its symbolism. 


7 Missale mixtum (ML 85: 466). The same prayer, but in the form of a 
preface, is in the Missale Gallicanum vetus (ML 72: 367) dating from the 
seventh or early eighth century. H. Leclercq, ‘‘ Gallicane (Liturgie) ’”’? DACL 
6: 529. 

8 “The Ministration of Publick Baptism to Infants” in The Book of 
Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments (Oxford, 1784). Cf. 
F. E. Brightman, The English Rite (London, 1915) 2: 739. 

Breviarium Romanum, Tempore paschali, ad matutinum. 
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THe BapTisMAL Font aS WomB or MOTHER 


Eastern liturgies will be quoted first. The Syrian order of 
‘baptism by Jacob of Sarug (died 521), used by the Maronites,! 
‘contains several significant formulas. 


How awesome and fearful is this hour when those from above 
are poised in silence over the waters of baptism! A thousand 
times a thousand angels, and ten thousand times ten thousand 
seraphim, are in motion over Holy Baptism, the new mother, the 
spiritual mother begetting spiritual sons ... ™ 


Further on, the same ritual refers to baptism as a womb, show- 
ing that mother and womb are considered practically as equiv- 
alent expressions : 


Thy greatness, O Lord, wished to give us life through Thy 
supreme charity. And Thou didst send for our salvation Thine 
only-begotten and eternal Son, who without beginning was be- 
gotten of Thee, who without leaving the hidden place of Thy 
majesty, came down and dwelt in the virginal womb to be begotten 
in bodily birth. Entire He remained with Thee, and entire He 
came to us. And though He was beyond fault and did not need 
it, He was baptized in the River Jordan and hallowed for us this 
womb of baptism to make it a bosom fruitful and virginal.” 


10 Pp. de Puniet, ‘ Baptéme,” DACL 2: 272. 

11 Ordo sancti baptismi institutus a S. Jacobo Batnarum Sarugi (Denziger 
1: 342; Assemani 2: 332): ‘‘ Quam terribilis ac tremenda est hora ista, in 
qua superi in silentio stant super aquas baptismi. Mille millium angelorum 
et myriades myriadum seraphim tremulo se agunt motu super sanctum bap- 
tisma novam matrem, spiritualem matrem generantem spirituales filios. . .” 
Cf. J. M. Neale, History of the Holy Eastern Church 981. 

22 Ordo ... institutus a S. Jacobo (Denzinger 1: 344; Assemani 2: 337): 
“ Magnitudo enim tua Domine voluit nos vivificare per summam tuam cha- 
ritatem, et Filium tuum unigenitum ac aeternum, qui absque initio ex te 
genitus est, misisti ad salutem nostram, qui minime recedens e loco majes- 
tatis tuae abdito, descendit, et habitavit in utero virgineo, ut corporali nati- 
vitate generaretur. Totus apud te mansit ac totus ad nos venit. Et cum 
esset indefectibilis, nec egeret, in Jordano fluvio baptizatus est, nobisque 
sanctificavit ventrem hune baptismi ut esset sinus fortis et integer.”’ 
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The prayer for the blessing of the water is as follows : 


Grant that in it there come the power of the Holy Spirit, and in 
place of the womb of our mother Eve which produced sons mortal 
and perishable ... may the Holy Spirit be brought upon this bap- 
tism which is a spiritual womb, to dwell in it and hallow it so that 
it will bring forth the heavenly Adam instead of the earthly 
Adam. 


This recalls a passage which we met earlier in the writings of 
St. Ephrem. Even more closely resembling the work of St. Ephrem 
is a concluding text from the same ritual of Jacob of Sarug: 


O womb whose offspring is immediately fed from the altar with 
milk and food ! O children whose first milk is the perfect. Bread !'* 


The absence in such a context of any reference to Mother 
Church is conspicuous. The same can be said of another Syrian 
baptismal order, that of Severus of Antioch (died 542), used by 
the Jacobites and the Uniate Syrians.’ One of its prayers reads 
In part: 


Before the Mother of Life and the Mystical Font which begets 
and nourishes spiritual and heavenly plants, we beseech Thee, O 
Lord, to grant us the gift of Thy holy only-begotten Son .. .%° 


———— — 


13 Ordo ... institutus a S. Jacobo (Denzinger 1: 345; Assemani 2: 339): 
“... da ut in eo fit virtus Spiritus tui Sancti et loco ventris Hevae matris 
nostrae qui germinavit filios mortales et corruptibiles, et sicuti Spiritus sanctus 
in creatione mundi accubuit super aquas, et protulerunt animalia ac serpentia 
omnigena, ita Domine Deus, feratur Spiritus Sanctus super hoc baptisma, 
quod est spiritualis venter, et inhabitet in eo, illudque sanctificet, ut proferat 
Adam caelestem, loco Adami terrestris.’ Cf. Ephrem, Hymni de virginitate 
7: 5 (Rahmani 28): .“‘ Baptismus suo sinu eos concipit, in iisdem, vice detur- 
patae effigiel primi Adae, novam imprimit imaginem...” 

4 Ordo ... institutus a S. Jacobo (Denzinger 1: 346; Assemani 2: 343): 
“O uterus, cujus partus statim ab altari lacte ac nutrimento alitur. O pueri, 
qui continuo manducant pro lacte panem perfectum.” Cf. Ephrem, Hymni 
de virginitate 7: 8 (Rahmani 24): ‘‘O uterum ! qui gignit natos, lactat, laetat, 
alitque ; O natos! qui vice lactis nutriuntur protinus pane perfecto.” The 
allusion is to the Eucharist. 

15 p de Puniet, “ Baptéme,” DACL 2: 272. 

18 Ordo sancti baptismt quem Dominus noster Jesus Christus apostolis suis 
tradidit et per eos probalis doctoribus: quam vero sanctus Severus ordinavit 
mm sancta Ecclesia (Denzinger 1: 305; Assemani 2: 285): ‘‘ Coram matre 


& 
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At the end of this ritual the Church is mentioned, but not as 
Mother : 


Spread thy wings, O Holy Churen, and receive this simple lamb 
which the Holy Spirit begot from the waters of Baptism. Hail, 
new lamb, son born of Baptism which I begot of the waters in the 
name of the Trinity.’ 


Here we have the Font and the Church mentioned in the same 
context. The question naturally arises : precisely what is the 
Eastern conception of the relationship between the two? The 
Western authors we have seen all speak of the font as the womb 
of the Church. The Eastern baptismal orders, like the Eastern 
writers, speak of the font as being itself a mother. The question 
now is : Mother Font and Holy Church—what are they to one 
another ? We find an answer to our query in a passage from one 
of the Jacobite rituals : 


Who has seen (wo sisters as beautiful as Pure Baptism and Holy 
Church? A mystery is hidden in them. One gives birth, the other 
gives nourishment. What is brought forth from the water by 
Baptism is received by Holy Church, and presented by her to the 
Lord. 


vitae et fonte mystico, qui generat alitque plantas spirituales ac caelestes: 
supplicamus tibi, Domine, ut largiaris nobis donum unigeniti Filii tui sancti...” 
Cf. The Hymns of Severus of Antioch 90 (PO 6: 1380 Brooks): ‘‘ Come let us set 
forth and go to the mysterious cleansing fountain of the Jordan, and in faith 
worship the new spiritual mother, who from her womb gave birth to the holy 
people of the Christians ; and, marvelling at the frutifulness of the God- 
bearer, let us ery with a voice of wonder... and say: ‘ Who hath heard 
such a thing, or who hath seen it so, for the earth hath travailed in one day, 
and hath borne a people, because Zion hath travailed and hath borne her 
children’ (Isaias 66: 6-10).’’ 

A Ordos. quem ... sanctus Severus ordinavit (Denzinger 1: 308; Asse- 
mani 2: 300): ‘ Expande alas tuas, sancta Ecclesia, et simplicem agnum su- 
scipe, quem Spiritus sanctus genuit ex aquis baptismatis. Salve novus agnus, 
filius ex baptismo genitus, quem ex aqua genui in nomine Trinitatis.” 

8 Ordo baptismt jucta novam, exactam et accuratam emendationem (Den- 
zinger 1: 270; Assemani 2: 214): ‘‘ Quis vidit duas pulchras sorores, ut pu- 
rum baptisma, et sanctam Ecclesiam? mysterium occultum in ipsis est. 
Unum gignit, et altera alit. Quod baptisma ex aqua parit, id suscipit sancta 
Keclesia, et Domino sistit. ”’ 


+ 
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Before turning to Western liturgical texts, we will give a final 
quotation to exemplify the doctrinal richness attaching to the 
symbolism of the Mother Font in Eastern thought. The passage 
is from the Armenian Synaxary for September 8, the feast of the 
Nativity of the Mother of God. This Eastern martyrology calls 
that day a feast “truly worthy of celebration,” for it marks the 
birth of the one “‘ who brought God into the world and was the 
beginning and the source of all the feasts in the Church.” It 
continues : 


Let us rejoice then, O faithful, in the birth of her who is the mother 
of all Christians ; who bore Him who is the plenitude of the 
Catholic Church ; and who is the beginning of baptism’s imma- 
culate birth of water and the Holy Spirit which reproduces the 
birth of the Son of God of the Virgin and of the Holy Spirit. For 
as the Virgin could not conceive a child without the concourse 
of man, but brought forth the Son of God by the Holy Spirit, 
so too water could not make men be born sons of God ; and the 
same Holy Spirit who fortified the Virgin fortified the womb 
of the baptismal font, itself an image of that same blessed Virgin, 
and we were born sons of God. 

It is evident therefore that the Virgin was the beginning and 
the opening of the baptismal font of spiritual birth which is by 
the Holy Spirit, bringing forth Him who is our brother by the 
body and God by His nature, who ‘is not ashamed to call us 
His brothers,’ being ‘ the first-born of many brethren,’ according 
to Paul and David (Hebrews 2: 11; Romans 8: 29; Psalm 
21: 23). And if Christ Himself was called our brother, and His 
Father, God, called our Father, so too His mother, Mary, was 
called our mother who gives us birth... .’% 


Here is a comprehensive synthesis in terms of motherhood and 
sonship, but it contais no mention of the Church. In distinct 


M ke synaxatre arménien de Ter Israel 23 Navasard (Constantinople, 1834; 
PO 5: 528-535 Bayan). Cf. the same synaxary for 25 Kalotz (January 5), 
vigil of the Epiphany (PO 18: 192 Bayan): ‘ I] fut baptisé dans le Jourdain, 
et ouvrit pour l’enfantement Je sein des fonts baptismaux.”’ Cf. also another 
passage under January 5 (PO 18: 184 Bayan): “ Or, tous ces symboles et 
figures montrés et prédits 4 l’avance se sont réalisés maintenant en fait et 
vérité par la naissance du Fils de Dieu de la sainte Vierge Marie, afin de nous 
faire naitre, par l’eau et l’Esprit, fils de Dieu, dans les fonts baptismaux 
vierges.”’ 


e 
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contrast to this, the Western liturgies begin with the motherhood 
of the Church when they speak of baptism. Thus the Mozarabic 
Missale miztum has this preface in the baptismal liturgy for Holy 
Saturday : 


. This night is not the mother of darkness but of light, this 
night when our resurrection, the Lord Jesus Christ, rose to eter- 
nal day. ... An evening sacrifice He hung on the cross : a morn- 
ing benefit He gave, rising from the tomb. And therefore in 
sacred imitation of the awesome mystery soon the sons of light 
will rise to eternal life: whom Mother Church, in a morning 
birth through spiritual grace, brought forth on this night. She 
conceived without defilement and gave birth in joy: showing 
in herself a likeness of the Virgin Mother, fruitful without the 
seh te of human contact. In this greatness she will rise to 

hrist 


The Gelasian Sacramentary (c. 600), a forerunner of the pres- 
ent-day Roman Missal, has a very similar Holy Saturday prayer : 


O mystical and awesome events of this night ! O loving and eter- 
nal kindness of holy Mother Church! She does not seek for 
something perishable but longs for something to redeem ! Mary 
exulted in her most holy childbirth : the Church exults in the 
beauty of the birth of her sons.”! 


The Western tradition, which considers the baptismal font as 
the womb of Mother Church, rather than as itself a mother, 


20 Missale mixtum (ML 85: 474): “ Nox enim ista non tenebrarum sed 
luminis mater est: in qua exortus est in eternum diei resurrectio nostra : 
Dominus Jesus Christus. ... Elevatisque in cruce manibus: sacrificium 
vespertinum pependit in ligno: et beneficium matutinum surgens prebuit 
e sepulchro. Unde venerandi sacra imitatione mysterii: in eternam modo 
vitam filii lucis oriuntur : quos matutino partui per gratiam spiritalem hac 
nocte progenerat mater Ecclesia. Sine corruptione concipiens : et cum gaudio. 
pariens. Exprimens in se utique formam Virginis genitricis absque ullo hu- 
manae contagionis fecunda conceptu. In cujus magnitudine resurget Christo : 
mors occidit delictorum : et exorta est vita credentium.” 

1 Sacramentarium Gelasianum (Wilson 88): ‘O noctis istius mystica et 
veneranda commercia ! O sanctae matris Ecclesiae pia sempiterna beneficia ! 
Non vult habere quod perimat sed cupit invenire quod redimat. Exultavit 
Maria in sacratissimo puerperio. Exultat Ecclesia in filiorum suorum genera- 
tionis specie.” 


¢ 
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is exemplified in the prayer found in the Roman Missal for the 
consecration of the font. The formula is also found in the Gela- 
sian Sacramentary. There is a marked similarity of form and 
content between this prayer, the Lateran baptistery inscription, 
and the sermons of St. Leo the Great. It is highly probable that 
all three have a common authorship. Thus the following invoca- 
tion, quoted as it stands in today’s Roman Missal, was probably 
composed by Pope St. Leo the Great (440-461).2" The piece is 
representative of the Western concept of the baptismal font and 
its relationship to the Church. That is, it shows the font not only 
as a virginal womb, but as the virginal womb of Mother Church. 


Respice, Domine, in faciem Ecclesiae tuae, et multiplica in ea 
regenerationes tuas, qui gratiae tuae affluentis impetu laetificas 
civitatem tuam, fontemque baptismatis aperis toto orbe terrarum 
gentibus innovandis. 

Ut tuae majestatis imperio sumat Unigeniti tui gratiam de 
Spiritu sancto, qui hanc aquam regenerandis hominibus praepa- 
ratam arcana sul numinis admixtione foecundet. 

Ut sanctificatione concepta, ab immaculato divini fontis utero 
In novam renata creaturam, progenies caelestis emergat. 

Et quos aut sexus in corpore, aut aetas discernit in tempore, 
omnes in unam pariat gratia mater infantiam. 


22 “Ta benedictio fontis contient d’ailleurs bien d’autres particularités 
familiéres 4 S. Léon ... qui font soupconner J’esprit et la main de 8S. Léon 
dans notre formule de bénédiction des fonts comme dans bien d’autres pré- 
faces solennelles.”’ C. Callewaert, ‘‘S. Léon Je Grand et les textes du Léonien,”’ 
Sacris erudirt 1 (1948) 66, note 1. 
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